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ABSTRACT 

 

“Don’t Be This Guy”: Sex Worker Autographics and Masculinity 

by 

Allison M. Pierce 

 

This thesis examines the ways that sex workers utilize art, specifically the form of the 

autographic, to make visible their labor and critique hegemonic masculinity. In looking at two 

nonfiction comic works, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money by Jacqueline 

Frances and Rent Girl by Michelle Tea and illustrated by Laurenn McCubbin, I argue that the re-

presentations of these events in this visual-textual medium leads to the denaturalization of 

masculinity as inherent or stable, revealing the ways that sex workers are able to benefit from 

their navigation of clients’ gender performances. In addition, the ways that Frances, Tea, and 

McCubbin depict these client interactions in this comic format serves to further disempower 

masculinizing practices, even those in which the workers are engaging, by orienting the reader to 

the authors’ and workers’ perspectives and experiences of masculine gender performances at 

work. 
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Introduction 

The cover of Rent Girl—using only red, black, white, and blue—depicts a young, thin 

woman in a bra and underwear with long dark hair. Her legs are crossed, and she is holding a 

cigarette sitting atop a bed and looking knowingly at the viewer of her image. Behind her lies a 

man bathed in blue shadow laying on the bed, hands on his stomach, staring blankly upwards 

(Fig. 1). The woman pictured is Michelle Tea, the author of this autobiographical comic work, 

and the man is her out-call escorting client, as readers will discover later on in her book. 

Illustrated by Laurenn McCubbin, this image elucidates some of the themes and political work 

of both Tea’s memoir and Jacqueline Frances’s Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who 

Like Money, two graphic memoir works discussing the authors’ and others’ experiences working 

in the sex industry, as they relate to labor and masculinities. I argue that both of these books 

work to make visible the labor of masculinizing clients, thus denaturalizing it, and that their re-

presentations of their work experiences serve to weaken or even emasculate the illustrated 

masculinizing practices. As her client lay back, pantsless, unaware of the viewer’s presence, Tea 

sits up and acknowledges this viewer—analogous to the ways that Rent Girl and Striptastic center 

sex workers and position them as possessing unique knowledges of heterosexual masculinities 

and performing the emotional and physical labor or orienting themselves to those masculinities 

for profit. Tea and McCubbin’s use of a cover image that Melissa Gira Grant, author of Playing 

the Whore, might include in her conception of the “prostitute imaginary”1—that all too often is 

plastered on sensational media stories on sex work—to instead cover a graphic memoir by an 

 
1 Grant, Playing the Whore, 4; Flanders, “The Work of Sex Work.” Of the “prostitute imaginary,” Grant writes: “To 
produce a prostitute where before there had been only a woman is the purpose of such policing [i.e., stings, raids, 
criminalization]. It is a socially acceptable way to discipline women, fueled by a lust for law and order that is at the 
core of what I call the “prostitute imaginary”—the ways in which we conceptualize and make arguments about 
prostitution. The prostitute imaginary compels those who seek to control, abolish, or otherwise profit from 
prostitution, and is also the rhetorical product of their efforts. It is driven by both fantasies and fears about sex and the 
value of human life.” (4, emphasis mine) 
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actual worker talking about her experiences, too, captures the ways that sex worker artists and 

creators are challenging anti-sex worker narratives, validating and centering their own 

knowledge and labor instead. 

 

Figure 1: Cover Images of Striptastic and Rent Girl; Frances 2017 and Tea and McCubbin 2004. 

In the pages that follow, I will examine Tea’s and Frances’s works for their portrayals of 

and reflections upon sex workers’ labor in navigating and responding to men’s gender 

performances. My questions include: how do these graphic memoirs or nonfiction comics 

represent localized sex worker knowledges and negotiations of client masculinities? How do 

these authors understand the sex work transaction as a masculinizing practice in these 

representations, and what strategies of labor do they depict to resist or aid in profiting from the 

transaction as such? What are the potential political implications of re-presenting their 

experiences this way, in this autographic form? What strategies do the authors utilize both in 

their representations and on the job to navigate oppressive hegemonic masculinity in the 

context of sex work? 
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To answer these questions, I examine two autographic works,2 the first being Frances’ 

Striptastic. Frances, also a comedian and known online as Jacq the Stripper, introduces herself on 

her website stating, “I dance. Naked. For large (and occasionally insultingly modest) sums of 

money.”3 Striptastic is a crowdfunded and self-published collection of comics, illustrated 

infographics, and writing from Frances, written based on her own and her colleagues’ 

experiences as dancers in strip clubs. The book moves through various sections covering 

clients, kinks, romantic partners, work aesthetics, and more, and ends with illustrated results of 

an online survey of over 280 dancers from around the world answering questions asking, for 

example, what the respondents do off-duty, the most valuable thing stripping has taught them, 

and what they would change about their work environment. Frances’ drawing style is simple 

and impactful, with bold black outlines and solid colors filling in parts of her often one-panel or 

one-page spreads.  

The second autographic I will examine is titled Rent Girl, written by Michelle Tea and 

illustrated by Laurenn McCubbin. The two, both with experience in and around sex work, tell 

Tea’s story of being a “broke baby dyke trying to make a buck in the surreal world of the sex 

industry.”4 In Rent Girl, Tea narrates through her movement in, out, back in, and back out of 

the sex industry, her dislike of clients, and her processing of childhood sexual trauma, 

experiences with girlfriends, and complicated emotions. In the end of the memoir, Tea stops 

escorting and seems conflicted about its place for her—as a meaningful stage of her life and 

survival, but one she would rather not revisit. McCubbin, also having worked in and around the 

 
2 Whitlock, “Autographics.” Gillian Whitlock coined the term autographic to describe autobiographical comic 
works. Her aim in this, she writes, is to “draw attention to the specific conjunctions of visual and verbal text in [the 
graphic memoir] genre of autobiography, and also to the subject positions that narrators negotiate in and through 
comics” (966).  
3 “Jacq The Stripper.” 
4 Tea, Rent Girl. 
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sex industry,5 provides one- to two-page large illustrations accompanying stylized blocks of 

Tea’s text. The characters depicted are based on real and also some posed photos, giving the 

book a more realist feel than Frances’, and the entire memoir is inked in only red and black. 

In the current political moment in which sex workers are under new attacks from a rapidly 

growing “rescue industry,”6 specifically those workers experiencing multiple forms of 

marginalization along the lines of gender, race, and class, it is particularly important to recognize 

and value sex worker labor (physical, emotional, artistic, intellectual) as such. The centerpiece of 

this attack in the United States, where Tea and Frances reside and (primarily) work(ed), is the 

federal government passing of FOSTA/SESTA (the Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act and the 

Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act) in 2018.7 The aforementioned so-called anti-trafficking laws 

“criminalise online platforms used by sex workers for advertising and information sharing, 

including for safety purposes.”8 FOSTA/SESTA, rather than addressing trafficking abuses, has 

been described by sex workers’ rights groups as further increasing risks of criminalization and 

violence against sex workers by removing avenues for safety and organizing.9 It is within this 

context that I examine resistive sex worker art and intellectual production as a site of localized 

knowledge and labor recognition. 

 

Literature Review 

 
5 Natalie, “Leaving Las Vegas with Laurenn McCubbin.” Many of McCubbin’s intellectual and artistic projects 
involve sex work in some way, including a documentary installation detailing the stories of Las Vegas-based sex 
workers.  
6 Agustín, Sex at the Margins. 
7 Maiberg and Cole, “Trump Just Signed SESTA/FOSTA, a Law Sex Workers Say Will Literally Kill Them.” 
8 Global Network of Sex Work Projects, “Briefing Note: U.S.A. FOSTA Legislation.” 
9 Global Network of Sex Work Projects; Survivors Against SESTA, “#SurvivorsAgainstSESTA”; Karlis, “For Bay 
Area Sex Workers, a New Federal Law Means Less Safety and More Poverty”; American Association of Sexuality 
Educators, Counselors and Therapists, “Position on FOSTA-SESTA and Its Impact on Consensual Sex Work and 
the Chilling of Sexual Speech”; “Stop SESTA/FOSTA”; National Lawyers Guild, “Resolution Condemning 
SESTA-FOSTA”; Romano, “A New Law Intended to Curb Sex Trafficking Threatens the Future of the Internet 
as We Know It.” 
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A. Sex Work 

Sex work in Feminist Studies, Women’s and Gender Studies, and related fields has 

historically been a point of contention—most visibly from the so-called Sex Wars of the 70s 

and 80s to sex-worker-inclusive and sex-worker-exclusive feminisms of today.10 Starting in the 

1980s and 90s, many people working in the sex industry and in the academy (or working in 

both) have adopted the term “sex work,” coined by artist and sex workers’ rights activist Carol 

Leigh, in order to create solidarity between workers, emphasize the labor involved in providing 

sexual/erotic services, and to challenge conceptualizations of sex workers as inherently 

victimized, deviant, or oppressed by their participation in the industry.11 Though originally used 

largely for those involved in full service work like escorting, it is commonly used to refer to 

many areas of the industry including stripping, porn performance, camming, dominatrix work, 

and more.12 In Whores and Other Feminists, author and activist Jill Nagle’s introduction positions 

the sex workers contributing to the book “not as guests, nor as disgruntled exiles, but as insiders 

to feminism,”13 who challenge the long-held hegemonic feminist belief in the opposition of a 

“feminist” sexuality to the concept of sexual labor. Following Nagle and other sex work 

scholars, including cultural anthropologist and sex researcher Katherine Frank and sociologist 

Elizabeth Bernstein, I aim to position the authors of these two works as insiders into gender 

and its enactment, sexuality, labor of all kinds, feminisms, and the intersections of all of these.14 

 
10 Duggan and Hunter, Sex Wars. 
11 Leigh, “Inventing Sex Work”; Pinsky and Levey, “‘A World Turned Upside Down.’” 
12 Nagle, Whores and Other Feminists; SWOP-USA, “Learn About Sex Work.” 
13 Nagle, Whores and Other Feminists, 3. Emphasis in original. 
14 This positioning is stemming from a political investment in feminist standpoint theory/methodology, in which 
we understand knowledge to be socially situated and recognize those groups experiencing marginalization and 
oppression as well-situated to see and comprehend how structures of power operate (Hill Collins 1997, Harding 
[ed.] 2004). Here, we can understand sex workers as marginalized not just along the lines of gender, sexuality, and 
labor but also marginalized within feminist movements. Depending on other social locations, sex workers may also 
occupy these standpoints with regards to race, disability, class, body size, and so on—Tea and Frances, being 
white, queer, thin, cis women (I cannot speak to any status of dis/ability), occupy some but not all of these 
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Their depictions of and insights into masculinities and the role they play in sexual economies 

are forms of both cultural and intellectual production about the topics on which I focus. 

I seek to avoid placing my research on one side of a reductive dichotomy of sex work as 

empowered vocation or exploitative victimizer. Rather, following scholars Molly Smith, Juno 

Mac, and Heather Berg, I understand this binary as inadequate not only for describing the 

complexity of sex workers’ experiences, but also inadequate for a fruitful labor politics.15 Smith 

and Mac, two U.K. sex workers and sex workers’ rights advocates, argue in Revolting Prostitutes 

for an anti-capitalist, labor-rights focused politics of sex workers’ rights and a disengagement 

with a more sexual empowerment-based approach. Smith and Mac write: 

[S]ex positivity can be a counterproductive point from which to start a conversation about 

the actual conditions of the sex industry. Working class sex workers and sex workers of 

colour have long criticized the race and class privilege of these politics; labour rights and 

safety are not the same as pleasure, and those who do experience sexual gratification at 

work are likely to be those who already have the most control over their working 

conditions.16 

In this thesis, I draw attention to sex workers’ labor (over their “empowerment”), 

specifically emotional labor, in these nonfiction graphic works (both depicted and in the process 

of writing/illustration) with an understanding that workers do not need to enjoy that labor to 

deserve rights as well as that all labor under capitalism is inherently exploitative.17  

 
marginalized positions. Because of this, I am attempting to examine their comics’ representations of gender, 
sexuality, and labor specifically. 
15 Berg, “Working for Love, Loving for Work”; Berg, “Porn Work, Feminist Critique, and the Market for 
Authenticity”; Berg, “Labouring Porn Studies”; Smith and Mac, Revolting Prostitutes. 
16 Smith and Mac, Revolting Prostitutes, 12–13. 
17 Smith and Mac, 45. 
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I build upon theorizations about interactions between sex workers and clients, specifically 

the literatures that deal with workers’ emotional labor and clients’ masculinizing gender 

practices. Many scholars have interrogated motivations for men’s purchase of sexual services, 

and linked that purchase to performances of gender that are classed and racialized.18 Purchasing 

erotic labor provides a space for bolstering masculinity, in which men are able to perform 

masculine heterosexuality and sexual potency, as well as to feel desired, sexually accepted, or 

even loved by workers.19 Men may also use the space as a way to solidify their masculinity as 

superior to other men’s or attempt to make up for so-called gender failures due to class- or 

race-based factors.20 It follows, then, that sex workers perform emotional and physical labor in 

order to both negotiate masculinizing practices and bolster them in a way that is safe and 

lucrative for them.21  

Ethnographies, interviews, and first-person accounts reveal that sex workers perform 

emotional labor, as others in the service sector do, in order to suppress specific emotions and 

generate or perform others to facilitate profit, evoke a desirable interaction, and maintain 

boundaries.22 More specifically, sociologist Elizabeth Bernstein introduces the term ‘bounded 

 
18 Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy; Hoang, Dealing in Desire; Kong, “Romancing the Boundary”; Rivers-Moore, 
“Almighty Gringos”; Erickson and Tewksbury, “The Gentlemen in the Club.” 
19 Huysamen and Boonzaier, “Men’s Constructions of Masculinity and Male Sexuality through Talk of Buying 
Sex”; Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy; Kong, “Romancing the Boundary”; Rivers-Moore, “Almighty Gringos”; Wood, 
“Working in the Fantasy Factory.” 
20 Bernstein, Temporarily Yours; Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy; Hoang, Dealing in Desire; Rivers-Moore, “Almighty 
Gringos.” 
21 Interactions with clients are not the only space in which masculinities play a role in sex workers’ work 
experiences. It may be in enactments by male sex workers (see Aggleton and Parker [eds.] 2014 Men Who Sell Sex; 
Minichiello and Scott [eds.] 2014 Male Sex Work and Society; Mitchell 2015 Tourist Attractions; Kong 2009 “More 
Than A Sex Machine”; Özbay 2010 “Nocturnal Queers”) or management (see Price-Glynn 2010 Strip Club, which 
examines the gendered organization of the strip club as workplace in which male management and employees 
consolidate power and authority over female dancers, as well as how they deal with financial imbalances between 
the dancers and themselves). Here, however, I am concerned with masculinity as it relates to clients’ enactments 
and women workers’ manipulations. 
22 Bernstein, Temporarily Yours; Brooks, Unequal Desires; Chapkis, Live Sex Acts; Deshotels and Forsyth, “Strategic 
Flirting and the Emotional Tab of Exotic Dancing”; Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy; Hochschild, The Managed Heart; 
Hoang, “Economies of Emotion, Familiarity, Fantasy, and Desire”; Miller-Young, A Taste for Brown Sugar; Pinsky 
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authenticity’ in her 2007 monograph Temporarily Yours to describe “the sale and purchase of 

authentic emotional connection” produced by sex workers and desired by clients in a specific 

postindustrial commercial context.23 Her work describes a contextually specific form of 

emotional labor middle-class workers perform as a result of a contemporary societal conception 

of sexuality. Further, Kimberly Kay Hoang’s ethnography of the sex industry in Ho Chi Minh 

City identifies the labor (physical and emotional) that the women sex workers in this locale 

perform in order to aid in the bolstering of various specific masculinities. The workers 

demonstrate knowledge of the varied ways that different groups of men, from poorer white 

backpackers to rich Vietnamese businessmen, seek sexual services as masculinizing practices 

and perform accordingly in order to profit. For (relatively) poor white European backpackers, 

the workers emphasized their poverty in order to appeal to a sense of economic and racial 

saviorhood; for rich Vietnamese businessmen, workers aided in the performance of wealth and 

business acumen in front of investors and foreigners to promote a masculinized “Asian 

ascendancy.”24 This is one example, then, of varied masculinizing labors performed by sex 

workers. 

Finally, my thesis is influenced by scholarship on sex workers’ navigating and manipulating 

societal ideas about raced/gendered sexuality in order to provide for themselves in the sex 

industry as well as critique those norms themselves.25 Mireille Miller-Young’s award-winning 

theorization of illicit eroticism identifies how Black women sex workers “use, manipulate, and 

deploy” their sexualities, including manipulating sexual stereotypes about Black women, for 

 
and Levey, “‘A World Turned Upside Down’”; Raguparan, “‘If I′m Gonna Hack Capitalism’”; Sanders, 
“Controllable Laughter.” 
23 Temporarily Yours, 103. 
24 Hoang, Dealing in Desire. 
25 Miller-Young, A Taste for Brown Sugar; Wood, “Working in the Fantasy Factory”; Shimizu, The Hypersexuality of 
Race. 
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material survival and assertion of their erotic capital.26 The authors of these books, as two white 

queer women, necessarily experience racial privilege in the sex industry and in society, and their 

experiences of deploying sexualities hold very different histories and presents. Miller-Young’s 

understanding of the ability of sex workers to utilize sexual scripts to aid their survival, 

however, influenced my project significantly. This thesis expands upon this body of literature 

dealing with sex workers’ various kinds of emotional and intellectual labor in orienting 

themselves to specific sexual ideologies in order to gain resources, as well as literature that looks 

at the role masculinities play in sexual labor transactions. 

 

B. Masculinities and Whiteness 

I am approaching the concept of masculinities from a position largely influenced by Raewyn 

Connell’s work, in which masculinity and femininity are involved in always-unstable and 

continuously worked-on gender projects and in which hegemonic masculinity represents an 

unattainable ideal type.27 Connell defines masculinities as “a configuration of practice within a 

system of gender relations”28 and emphasized both the multiplicity of masculinities that are 

expressed as well as the fluidity of gender regimes and systems of power to change over time 

and location to maintain a status of masculine hegemony. Her theorization includes three major 

masculinities on which the hegemonic type props itself—subordinated, complicit, and 

marginalized masculinities—which account somewhat for the impacts of race and sexuality on 

the ability for men to achieve an ideal gender status.29 Subordinated masculinities for Connell 

were those which are expelled from the category of hegemonic masculinity, especially through 

 
26 Miller-Young, A Taste for Brown Sugar, 182. 
27 Connell, Masculinities. 
28 Masculinities, 84. 
29 Connell, Masculinities. 
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an association with femininity, exemplified by gay masculinity. Complicit masculinities refer to 

those men who “have some connection with the hegemonic project but do not embody 

hegemonic masculinity,” receiving what she calls a “patriarchal dividend” without having to be 

on the “frontline troops of patriarchy” (Masculinities, p. 79). Marginalized masculinities, then, are 

those who are not necessarily subordinated due to feminine expression/embodiment, but rather 

those who are unable to access hegemonic masculinity due to class and race status. For 

example, although black men or working-class white men may be considered quite masculine, 

they are unable to achieve hegemonic status due to their marginalization in society. 

Masculinities studies scholars often take up Connell’s theory of gender, identifying localized 

masculine ideals, the incorporation of femininities or subordinated masculinities into gender 

performance, and the ways in which the enactments of masculinity can transcend gender.30  

In the 1990s and early 2000s, many scholars of culture and gender took on the project of 

locating and examining the so-called “crisis” of white masculinities.31 This “crisis” invoked by 

both scholarly and popular discourses32 was broadly understood as a result of various liberation 

and rights movements of the 60s and 70s, describing what white men felt was a de-centering of 

their identities and power, and a “marking” of their traditionally unmarked race and gender, in 

lieu of critiques of and attention paid to the oppression of women and people of color. Scholars 

of masculinity have examined and critiqued the language of “crisis.” English and cultural studies 

scholars Sally Robinson and Hamilton Carroll argue that crisis discourse provides benefits to 

white men in its obfuscation of white male privilege and power through the use of discourses of 

woundedness and marginality.  

 
30 Barber, “The Well-Coiffed Man"; Bridges and Pascoe, “Hybrid Masculinities”; Ezzell, “‘Barbie Dolls’ on the 
Pitch”; Young, “Masculine Compensation and Masculine Balance.” 
31 Robinson, Marked Men; Carroll, Affirmative Reaction; Edwards, Cultures of Masculinity. 
32 Robinson, Marked Men, 5. 
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It is helpful within the context of my project to think about masculine crisis more broadly. 

Sociologist Tim Edwards’ Cultures of Masculinity takes on this premise of crises in masculinities, 

writing, “there is very little to endorse any overall masculinity in crisis thesis other than to say 

that masculinity is perhaps partially constituted as crisis” (emphasis in original).33 This is where I 

position myself in this crisis discourse, as examining representations of masculinity as crisis 

insofar as hegemonic masculinity’s ideologies, and those invested in achieving it, strive for 

naturalization and legitimacy—while in practice masculinity is constituted by labor from the self 

and others. Gender and sexuality scholar Jane Ward uses the term gender labor to go beyond 

simply individual labor to achieve one’s own gender—gender labor also describes  

the affective and bodily efforts invested in giving gender to others, or actively suspending self-

focus in the service of helping others achieve the varied forms of gender recognition they 

long for. Gender labor is the work of bolstering someone’s gender authenticity, but it is also 

the work of co-producing someone’s gender irony, transgression, or exceptionality.34 

While gender labor applies to the relationality and interactionality of all kinds of gender, my 

thesis attends to specifically hegemonic gender aspirations from the clients depicted in these 

autographics.  

It is also significant to discuss the whiteness of this “crisis” with regard to these books due 

to the further “unmarkedness” of whiteness in the comics. There are moments with which race 

is explicitly engaged (Striptastic’s recounting of a Hindu dancer of Indian descent critiquing of a 

white man’s problematic engagement with Hinduism is one example), and in which it is signaled 

(a dancer with an afro, for example),  but in large part Rent Girl and Striptastic leave race 

unmarked (literally and figuratively). Their comics do not use ink to color characters’ skin, with 

 
33 Cultures of Masculinity, 24. 
34 Ward, “Gender Labor: Transmen, Femmes, and Collective Work of Transgression,” 237. Emphasis in original. 
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both works being largely black and white with some other bright colors integrated as well. 

Richard Dyer’s White argues that the invisibility or unmarkedness of whiteness in representation 

and beyond contributes to its establishment as the “normal” and thus people of color as 

“Other.” He argues for the analysis of images of white people as a way to mark whiteness and 

critique its location and power in society—and I want to think about the illustrations with this 

argument in mind. We might think about race in these books not engaged in the context of 

difference between characters but in their homogeneity, especially as many scholars such as 

Siobhan Brooks, Mireille Miller-Young, Kimberly Kay Hoang, Katherine Frank, and some of 

Jacqueline Frances’ survey respondents (Fumes, Ruby, and Jessica Barry) have discussed the 

immense role that race/ism plays in the sex industry for workers and clients alike.35 Often the 

industry itself can operate in racially-segregated ways in the United States, and white 

womanhood holds a specific amount and kind of erotic capital that more often than not affords 

white women workers more ease and financial gain in the industry than women of color.36 To 

identify that the authors and seemingly almost all the depicted clientele are white is not to say 

the masculinizing practices and masculinization labor that is taking place is not racialized; it is to 

identify that the interactions between white women workers and white male clients are 

structured by racial capitalism, white supremacy, and hegemonic masculinity’s investments in 

whiteness as it interacts with a sexualized encounter.   

My aim is not to universally or indiscriminately condemn performances of masculinity. 

Connell argues that it is both inaccurate and unproductive to subscribe to an essentialist 

 
35 Brooks, Unequal Desires; Miller-Young, A Taste for Brown Sugar; Hoang, Dealing in Desire; Frank, G-Strings and 
Sympathy; Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money. 
36 Here I think again about the positionality of the authors, as sex workers that were able to move through the 
publishing avenue or crowdfund their work and thus had the time and resources to write, illustrate, and publish. 
Thus, these works should be understood in the context of the authors occupying social locations of whiteness, 
higher economic standing, and working/having worked in areas of the industry that are less susceptible to violence 
and criminalization. 
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concept of masculinity.37 Characteristics of hegemonic masculinity, and gender itself, are socially 

constructed, flexible, and able to be influenced by more marginalized genders and gender 

enactments. I could not definitively locate the clients depicted in a hierarchy of masculinity 

because not only is that too complex of a process but because I cannot access all the 

information about their social location from the image itself. However, I would not argue that 

the men I am identifying all occupy very high positions on that hierarchy—rather, I am looking 

at practices with the intent to position oneself higher in that hierarchy than one currently is. I 

examine practices and labors that are carried out in the service of a perceived improvement of 

status in a hierarchy of masculine gender performances, with hegemonic masculinity occupying 

the top (unattainable) position. My invocation of terms such as masculinizing labor38 or 

masculinization refers to practices performed by male clients for this reason and by these 

women doing sex work to profit from this desire. Sociologist Elizabeth Anne Wood describes 

the affirmation of masculinity by sex workers in strip clubs as part of a “dynamic and... 

insidious power” enacted by both clients and workers that lends credibility and authority to 

traditional notions of masculinity (and, sometimes, femininity).39  This thesis complicates this 

understanding of hegemonic masculine affirmation by drawing attention to the ways that sex 

workers critique and represent their profiting from hegemonic masculinity, and it positions 

these phenomena as disrupting masculine power that may be enacted in such interactions.  

 

 

 
37 Connell and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity.” 
38 Since “[g]ender is always relational, and patterns of masculinity are socially defined in contradistinction from 
some model (whether real or imaginary) of femininity,” we might think of masculinizing labor that bolsters male 
clients’ perceived position in a masculinity hierarchy as, too, a performance of certain norms of femininity (Connell 
and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity” p. 848).      
39 Wood, “Working in the Fantasy Factory,” 27–28. 
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C. Comics – What and Why 

Scott McCloud’s iconic text Understanding Comics provides likely the most well-cited 

definition of the form: “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended 

to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer.”40 McCloud, 

arguing for a greater recognition of comics’ value and complexity, discusses how comics are a 

form that uniquely allows a creator more control and less fear of compromise of the message 

than other formats, with the range and versatility of imagery and the intimacy of the written 

word. In her 2010 book Graphic Women, comics and literary scholar Hillary Chute argues some 

of the most riveting feminist cultural production takes the form of the graphic narrative and 

posits these stories could not be told in another format.41 I argue that the comic form holds the 

potential to be particularly well-suited for sex workers to represent their experiences in a way 

that resists stigma and demands complexity and recognition.  

 Comics are a valuable form of media for the study of sex workers’ experiences and 

cultural production for three reasons. First, studying these sex workers’ autographics 

contributes an analysis of representation to the study of emotional labor. Typically studied using 

methods like participant-observation, interviews, or ethnography, representation—here 

specifically self-representation— in autographics provides a new lens through which to look at 

experiences of work, potentially alongside other methods. Looking at self-representations of 

labor experiences, crafted deliberately and, in this case, for community and popular 

consumption, adds another layer to how we might understand the intersections of sex work, 

labor, and gender.  

 
40 Understanding Comics, 5. 
41 Graphic Women, 2. 
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Second, the comic format holds many opportunities for creator control and a unique 

relationship with readers that other formats do not. Comics studies scholars have explored the 

format’s requirement for its readers to become participants in the narrative through the process 

of closure. Closure refers to the process of a reader creating a connection between various 

images and texts to construct a cohesive story; for example, Scott McCloud illustrates one panel 

in which a man is chasing another man with a knife and another with an image of a skyline 

accompanied by text reading “AHHH!”42 Here, the connection typically leads readers to see the 

first man murdering the second, the conclusion being that the reader has thus become a 

participant in the story by making that connection. Gillian Whitlock argues that it is through 

closure that comics transcend being simply a combination of graphic and prose. As the reader 

becomes an “equal partner in crime,” this relationship fosters connection between producer and 

consumer and intensifies the affective experience of the text.43  

Further, depending on how a comic is drawn, it is able to orient the reader on a spectrum of 

individuals to concepts, and objectification to simplification. McCloud argues that comics with 

a simpler drawing style can lead readers to focus on broader concepts rather than minute details 

and can foster readers’ identification with characters, since a simpler face could represent a 

wider range of people. On the other end, more detailed and realistic comic styles can highlight 

 
42 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 68. 
43 McCloud, 68; Kunka, Autobiographical Comics, 2. I argue that the different ways these two creators have dealt with 
closure in their works creates distinct experiences of their narratives that have distinct political consequences for 
readers. In Striptastic, the reader is not necessarily always performing closure to complete an ongoing narrative here, 
but rather performing closure between this myriad of one-panel separate experiences to form an impression of sex 
work emphatically from a dancer’s perspective of many client interactions. The reader, as dancers often must do, 
may begin recognizing patterns of client behavior even when they may not be explicitly outlined by Frances. The 
reader’s performance of closure becomes an encapsulation of many different kinds of stripping experiences, taking 
those all in and connecting them, pushing the reader to understand the labor in this specific way. Rent Girl is 
formed so that readers perform closure over the space of pages, not panels. Thus, time is quite open, and the 
reader must connect all of Tea’s various feelings about sex work, men, her relationships, her childhood traumas, 
and so on together into one being. As a result, a reader is forced to contend with Tea’s complexities and the 
complexities of her relationship to the sex industry. She cannot be read as one-dimensional in this book, since to 
connect the action in the narrative action is to connect her various emotions and opinions as well.  
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the individuality of a story rather than its universality, and lead readers through narrative details 

rather than overarching concepts. With this spectrum, we can see how these creators can 

deliberately direct a readers’ experience and impact of the work (which still requires their 

participation through closure).44 

Third, comics may be an interesting site of inquiry when thinking about sex work 

specifically in the cultural imaginary. In her introduction to Graphic Women, Chute cites Donna 

Haraway’s “The Persistence of Vision” in arguing for the importance of the comic form to 

telling women’s stories and “articulating a sophisticated representation aesthetics and ethics” 

(27). She quotes Haraway, “’Vision can be good for avoiding binary oppositions.’”45 Both 

academia and public discourse around sex work are saturated with a dichotomy of “victim and 

superhero”46 or “helpless victim or privileged promoter of the industry.”47 Writer, journalist, 

and former sex worker Melissa Gira Grant introduces “the prostitute imaginary” as a term to 

describe "the ways in which we conceptualize and make arguments about prostitution,” as a 

rhetorical and visual tool of disciplining women and empowering sex worker 

disenfranchisement.48  Given one-dimensional conceptions of sex workers, I am drawn (pun 

intended) to the opportunity for the comic form to better capture the complexity, nuance, and 

reality of these creators’ lives through its “visual-verbal”49 combination. Jacqueline Frances, 

Michelle Tea, and Laurenn McCubbin have adapted a more traditional comic format in ways 

that invoke a specific visual (and textual) experience, one that strengthens their emphasis on sex 

 
44 We might consider how Striptastic’s simpler drawing style highlights similarities between many different client 
interactions, leading a reader to Frances’ emphasis of valuing sex worker labor and skills. In Rent Girl, this spectrum 
may lead us to thinking through how the more realistic drawing style highlights that Tea’s story is not universal and 
discourages reader identification; further, the style may direct readers away from overarching concepts or sweeping 
generalizations to just focus more on her various experiences. 
45 Chute, Graphic Women, 26. 
46 Tea, Rent Girl. 
47 Phipps, “Sex Wars Revisited,” 306. 
48 Grant, Playing the Whore, 4. 
49 Chute, Graphic Women, 17; Kunka, Autobiographical Comics, 2. 
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work as work. Beyond providing sex worker representation, or the comic’s potential to 

challenge binaries, Frances, Tea, and McCubbin orient their readers to workers’ experiences 

through specific performances of closure and their styles of illustration. 

My choice to study comics comes from an interest in engaging (self)-representation in the 

context of sexual labor discourses. I am intrigued by various ways that the format may be used 

by creators in order to foster specific relationships with viewers and guide their reading 

experiences. Comics are a valuable medium through which to look at social relations of gender, 

labor, sex, race, and so on, and underutilized as a site of inquiry in the studies of both comics 

and labor.   

 

D. Cultural Production and Historical Context 

Historically, autobiographical comics have been a site for creators, especially women 

creators, to explore non-normative sexualities.50 In the 1980s and 90s, comics were going 

underground to avoid censorship, and specific havens for women’s and queer comics were 

being created.51 Hillary Chute demonstrates that women were able to express non-normative 

ways of being, especially with regards to sexuality and dealing with trauma. It was women who, 

along with Justin Green’s Binky Brown Meets the Holy Virgin Mary, were pioneering the genre of 

autiobiographical comics and using it specifically to deal with representations of sex and 

sexuality, trauma, and womanhood. The genre “pushes on conceptions of the unrepresentable” 

 
50 Chute, Graphic Women. 
51 This censorship was a result of the Comics Code Authority (or the “Comics Code”), an industry  regulatory 
agency that was created as an alternative to government regulation. Chute writes that the Comics Code “decimated 
a previously booming commercial industry and a culture of visual-verbal exploration in which taboos (sexual, 
violent, villainous) could be explored and outrageousness given form. The Code drove many creators that dealt 
with these taboo subjects/representations underground to avoid censorship and commercial constraints, resulting 
in the freedom of comics “to explore its potential as an art form” (Chute 2010, Graphic Women p. 13-14). 
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and “asserts a value of presence” according to Chute, something that is strongly visible in 

Frances and Tea’s works.52  

Art, writing, and DIY publishing have long been present in sex workers’ rights activism, and 

Frances, Tea, and McCubbin are continuing in such a tradition. Sex workers were involved in 

the do-it-yourself (DIY) publishing and zine movement of the 1990s aiming for alternative 

feminist forms of mass communication and the ability to talk about oppression and 

marginalization, and more recent local movements have started.53 Riot Grrrl Press, a major 

home for zine publication in the 1990s, had a sex-worker-specific zine titled “Buy Me.”54 

Providing an outlet for marketing/distributing zines and other publications, the Sex Workers’ 

Art Show was first organized in 1997 and toured nationally from 2002 to 2009 with the goal of 

“educating the audience… asserting the right of sex workers to be considered fully human… 

[creating] a space for the performers to meet and be inspired by each other.”55 The illustrator of 

Rent Girl, Laurenn McCubbin, at one point toured with this show. Evidence of a more recent 

effort, since 2015, STROLL, a “harm reduction, outreach, and education group run by and for 

sex workers” in Portland, has been organizing Art By Tarts: A Sex Worker Art Party.56 In 

response to United States so-called anti-trafficking legislation that puts workers at far greater 

risk of experiencing violence and incarceration, workers have created protest art to spread 

awareness and express support for their communities.57 The Sex Workers Outreach Project 

Baltimore chapter created a zine in 2018 protesting these laws entitled “We Are Here.”58 

Frances crowdfunded and self-published Striptastic and has published smaller zines, such as How 

 
52 Chute, 2. 
53 Dunn and Farnsworth, “‘We ARE the Revolution’”; Christensen, “Materializing the Everyday.” 
54 Dunn and Farnsworth, “‘We ARE the Revolution.’” 
55 NSWP, “Sex Workers’ Art Show Begins.” 
56 “STROLL.” 
57 SurvivorsAgainstSESTA. “SESTA/FOSTA Art.” The art displayed on this website is by Jacqueline Frances, 
Ramona Slick, Red Menace, and Mia Little. 
58 “SESTA/FOSTA Art.” Attached to this page is the zine “We Are Here” from SWOP-Baltimore. 
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Not To Be a Dick At A Strip Club.59 Jacqueline Frances, Michelle Tea, and Laurenn McCubbin 

follow a long genealogy of sex worker activism through art and storytelling to resist the 

structures and ideologies that oppress those in the sex industry. 

Frances’ and Tea’s works were published in the context of a boom in the production and 

publishing of sex worker-related and -created content around 2009. At that time, a specific 

subgenre of nonfiction known as the “stripper memoir” began being identified after an 

eruption of publications in the preceding years.60 These works included memoirs (from those in 

varying areas of the sex industry, not just stripping) such as Candy Girl: A Year in the Life of an 

Unlikely Stripper by Diablo Cody (2005); Insatiable: The Rise of a Porn Star by Heather Hunter, a 

fictionalized version of her life (2008); The Happy Hooker by Xaviera Hollander; and many 

more61 The “boom” did not necessarily end, though; more memoir content continued to appear 

in 2010 and beyond, with Jacqueline Frances’ own memoir being published in 2015.62 I argue 

that, given this context, Frances, Tea, and McCubbin’s works join a long history of intellectual 

and cultural production by and for sex workers. In addition, Striptastic and Rent Girl provide rich 

contributions to the genre of comics, the format and its history, in a larger context of women’s 

autobiographical comic work and the relationships that are created between producer and 

consumer.  

 
59 “Jacq The Stripper.” 
60 D, “A Survey Of The Stripper Memoir”; Burana, “In Defense of the Stripper Memoir”; Roach, Stripping, Sex, and 
Popular Culture, 30; Ross, Burlesque West, 27. The “stripper memoir” is the name given to this burst of memoirs 
coming from current or former strippers and exotic dancers, with a wide range of agendas varying from stripping 
as degrading to stripping as empowering. It is unclear where this term originated, except as a way to describe the 
many memoirs from strippers with titles beginning with “‘Confessions Of..’ ‘Secrets From…’ ‘Truth About…’ and the 
blatantly salacious ‘Sexxfessions…’” as described by Karen D in Rumpus (D, “A Survey Of the Stripper Memoir”). 
61 D, “A Survey Of The Stripper Memoir”; Ross, Burlesque West. 
62 In 2010 alone, there was Some Girls: My Life in a Harem by Jillian Lauren; Vanessa del Rio, the auto/biography by 
del Rio and Dian Hanson; Whip Smart: A Memoir by Melissa Febos, a dominatrix; How to Make Love Like a Porn Star 
by Jenna Jameson and Neil Strauss; and The Autobiography of a Sex Worker by Nalini Jameela. Later in the 2010s 
there was Prostitute Laundry by Charlotte Shane and Modern Whore by Andrea Werhun in 2017, just to name a 
couple. 
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My research aims to blend these three fields of sex work studies, masculinities studies, and 

comics studies. It argues for the recognition of intellectual, cultural, and artistic labor of 

Striptastic and Rent Girl, arguing that Frances’ and Tea’s strategies of representation critique and 

tamper with gendered power relations between worker and client and work to center sex 

worker labor in multiple forms. This thesis intervenes in the field of comics studies in its use of 

works that may not traditionally be taken up in the field as well as taking seriously comics’ 

potential as a site to disrupt pervasive anti-sex work mythology for sex worker artists and 

creators. In the context of masculinities studies, this work identifies these sex worker artists as 

scholars of masculinity and its enactment and identifies sex work as an important site to think 

through the ways that achieving masculinity requires labor on the part of femmes. The work is 

significant in sex work studies in that it positions these works themselves as theorizing gender 

and labor, and in that the project brings in (self-) representation to discourses of sex workers’ 

strategies of navigation, survival, and profit. I aim to emphasize the importance of paying 

attention to and taking seriously the art and cultural production coming out of the sex workers’ 

rights movement as doing this theorizing not just about sex work but about many different 

aspects of identity, structures of oppression, pleasure, joy, anger, and so on.  

My analysis of these autographics will first examine the authors’ representations of the 

emotional labor of masculinizing, including examples of refusal to do this labor and ways that 

the labor is subverted without the clients’ knowledge. Then I will move into how these creators 

display heteromasculinity as a project and process in which clients’ patronage of sexual services 

plays a role—and their knowledge, goading, and critique of such weakening heteromasculinity’s 

naturalization. Finally, I consider the ways these authors navigate their experiences with 

hegemonic masculinity and the political or community significance of those strategies. I argue 

overall that in Rent Girl and Striptastic, the point of illustration creates an opportunity for 
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critiquing and resisting hegemonic masculinity, as their re-presentations of events in these 

autographics make visible the labor of masculinizing and draw attention to clients’ gender 

projects, positioning them as insiders to intersections of gender and labor. 

 

“A little dramatic, but that’s what they pay for”: Making Masculinizing Labor Visible 

I argue that Jacqueline Frances, Michelle Tea, and Laurenn McCubbin render visible the 

emotional gender labor involved in bolstering clients’ masculinity that, in part, is what clients 

are paying for in purchasing their services. Emotional labor is defined as the ways that workers 

are expected to (and paid to) manage their feelings at work, both through suppression of 

undesirable feeling and the bringing forth of desirable performances.63 Scholars like Katherine 

Frank and Lisa Pasko as well as activist publications from the Sex Workers Outreach Project 

Los Angeles have noted that working as a sex worker often is, in large part, a job of emotion 

work.64 In Striptastic, Jacqueline Frances includes a strip titled “A No Good, Very Slow Night” 

(Fig. 2) in which customers aren’t buying private dances, management is becoming picky with 

dancers, and a customer happily says to a frowning blonde dancer (possibly meant to be 

Frances herself), “I’m just here to exploit your emotional labor!”65 In my reading this is the 

most explicit way emotional labor is brought up in Striptastic and Rent Girl, but the phenomenon 

is represented in both books. Katherine Frank’s research shows that regular patrons of strip 

clubs have been shown to patronize the clubs for extended emotional connections with 

dancers. Additionally, former dancer turned “itinerant preacher for women’s empowerment”66 

 
63 Hochschild, The Managed Heart. With strippers in most parts of the United States being categorized as 
independent contractors (rather than waged employees) and escorts being of a somewhat similar—albeit largely 
illegal—employment categorization, it becomes especially important for individual success at these performances 
since they may determine purchases of further service, reviews, rebookings/acquiring a regular client, and/or tips. 
64 Frank, “‘Just Trying to Relax’”; Pasko, “Naked Power”; Bathory, “What Is Sex Work?” 
65 Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money, 106. 
66 Lux ATL, “My Story | Dr Lux ATL.” 
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describes in Striptastic how, with all clients over the course of a shift, dancers must quickly and 

repeatedly determine a customer’s specific desires and willingness to pay, and attempt to 

profit.67 In Striptastic and Rent Girl, readers are presented with emotion work in the service of 

validating clients’ masculinity. As these authors render visible the labor that goes into validating 

clients’ masculine genders, they denaturalize the feminized emotional labor they’re performing 

as something inherent to their gender and reveal masculinity as something which requires labor 

to be upheld or produced. In recounting these events from the perspective of making 

masculinizing labor visible then sort of ruins that masculinization—when revealed as not 

inherent, not natural, not effortless—this masculinization is made essentially powerless for a 

reader of these comics. To demonstrate this, I will examine a few different examples of Frances, 

Tea, and McCubbin’s representations of the labor of masculinization in their autographic 

works.68 

 
67 Frank, “‘Just Trying to Relax’”; Pasko, “Naked Power.” 
68 By no means will I be able to provide an exhaustive list of these occurrences in the two books; however, I aim to 
focus on particularly applicable examples from the works in order to provide evidence for my argument. 
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Figure 2: "A No Good, Very Slow Night"; Frances 2017, p. 106. 

A. Masculinization 

First, Striptastic draws attention to the masculinizing labor of attending to various individual 

client fantasies. Lux ATL, an exotic dancer is quoted at length in Striptastic challenging the idea 

that stripping is the “easy way out” [compared to other forms of employment]”.69  She is quoted 

in a text-heavy spread, “I challenge you to have the same charming conversation eighty times 

over the course of eight hours... I challenge you to make yourself seem like eighty different 

men’s exact fantasy eighty different times at $10 a pop.”70 Alongside this is Lux ATL pictured 

with her leg wrapping around a pole and all her other limbs held outward, staring straight-faced 

at the viewer. Frances’ illustration seems to push the viewer to contend with Lux ATL’s labor: 

the emotional labor she’s describing as well as the physical labor she is performing. In arguing 

against stripping as the “easy way out” in terms of public understandings of stripping as easy 

money, Lux ATL is emphasizing the amount of work required to determine client desires and 

 
69 Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money, 104–5. 
70 Frances, 104. 
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enact them well enough to be tipped appropriately. Katherine Frank’s ethnographic study 

revealed that part of men’s masculinizing practice in strip clubs was performing heterosexual 

desire (without the vulnerability of acting upon that desire) and being able to position 

themselves as objects of desire.71 In order to do so, as Lux ATL describes, dancers must identify 

those desires and validate them through emotional performance.  

One of Frances’ recollections in the book displays the result of failing to perform this 

validation. Her story of a “kinky misadventure” contains illustrations of a small stethoscope and 

a balding, wrinkly-faced man holding Frances’ thighs as she bends down over him (Fig. 3) A 

speech bubble emerges from his mouth, stating, “Let me smell your breath.”72 In the text, 

Frances describes a client, a doctor, telling Frances he “always fantasized about a woman doctor 

giving [him] a check-up.”73 Frank’s work also describes that part of the success at heterosexual 

masculinity of men in the strip club, and a motivator for their patronage, is the validation of 

sexual fantasies that clients believe the women in their lives would not accept.74 This “kinky 

misadventure” is one such case, in which Frances repeatedly attempts to discern and validate 

the doctor’s desires throughout the twenty-dollar dance, but finds that he seems more 

interested in a real medical exam rather than a sexualized version of one. The doctor responds 

positively to Frances’ asking if she could use a stethoscope on him, but her response to his 

question about a prostate exam seems to be inadequate. Eventually, Frances refuses to feel up 

the client’s shirt to listen to his heart, and the song ends. She writes, “It’s awkward when I don’t 

nail the fantasy and the dude just hangs his head in disappointment.”75 The client declines an 

 
71 Frank, “‘Just Trying to Relax.’” It is also noteworthy that Frank identified in her book that the majority of the 
clientele at the club at which she conducted research were white heterosexual men. 
72 Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money, 88–89. 
73 Frances, 88. 
74 Frank, “‘Just Trying to Relax,’” 71. 
75 89. 
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offer to continue the dance and Frances recalls him considering a twenty-dollar tip, but she is 

left with only the twenty for the dance. This “misadventure,” communicated primarily through 

prose and dialogue, reveals the result of a failure to navigate and validate a clients’ sexuality and 

manage his emotions so that he remains interested and ends up satisfied—she is not able to 

extend the interaction (and, thus, increase payment), nor is she tipped.  

 

Figure 3: "A Kinky Misadventure"; Frances 2017, p. 89. 

In Rent Girl, we can see masculinizing emotional labor at multiple angles. First, Michelle Tea 

alludes to the suppression of feeling she performs when seeing clients. Often, this is a 

suppression of disgust or anger. In one instance, after a client requests analingus and she gives 

him her price point ($300 rather than his offer of $50), he refuses to pay, and she instead 

performs oral sex. Reflecting on this, Tea writes, “As I felt the condom fatten with liquid I 

thought, is there even a difference? It seemed stupid to say some acts were okay and others 

were off-limits when they were all so disgusting” (Fig. 4).76 McCubbin’s illustration displays Tea, 

sitting upright over the client’s unclothed buttocks, a relatively blank stare as she contemplates 

his $50 offer. She stares outward, not necessarily at the reader, and the client his face turned 

away and not visible, lies under her in much less detail than Tea’s own figure. In this story, Tea 

 
76 Tea, Rent Girl, 49. Though I am not looking at this in this project, this interaction provides an interesting look at 
the complexity of this client’s engagement with masculinity and femininity. The anus’s association with femininity 
and homosexuality sits alongside the hetero-masculinizing practice of seeking validation of one’s sexual desires.  
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draws attention to the emotional labor required to quash certain feelings that would serve to 

disrupt the masculinizing practice at hand for the client and, thus, the financial gain for the 

worker. McCubbin’s illustration is providing the inside look at Tea’s contemplation of whether 

or not she finds $50 worthy of dealing with her own disgust and licking his anus—it is depicting 

the labor of Tea’s negotiation both with the client and herself. Part of the masculinizing practice 

of purchasing sexual services both in strip clubs and from escorts is a performance of 

heterosexuality in performing desire for certain women, eliciting reactions of desire, and 

displaying sexual skill and prowess.77 In the context of the strip club, this performance need not 

include the vulnerability of actual sex or the revealing of one’s body, which is part of the 

venue’s appeal to male clients.78 In hiring an escort, though, an aspect of performing services 

becomes assuaging the masculine risk of opening oneself up to bodily and sexual vulnerability 

in this way. Revealing disgust at clients’ bodies and fantasies threatens payment if part of the 

motivation of purchasing sex is masculinization, as it positions the client as failing at 

heterosexual masculinity. 

 
77 Huysamen and Boonzaier, “Men’s Constructions of Masculinity and Male Sexuality through Talk of Buying 
Sex,” 550; Frank, “‘Just Trying to Relax,’” 72–73. 
78 Frank, “‘Just Trying to Relax,’” 72–73. 
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Figure 4: 2-page spread from “Boundaries,” Tea 2004, p. 48-9. 

What happens previous to this client request is also worth mentioning. In the previous two-

page spread, Tea is describing navigating setting boundaries of what kinds of clients and sexual 

interests she was willing to take on—“no little-girl calls, no incest, and I would not lick a guy’s 

butt.”79 However, the friend Amy whom Tea had brought into the agency had just seen this 

same client as Tea was on her way to meet him—as they met in the hotel hallway, Amy 

reported that she had fulfilled his request for analingus because “she thought she had to do 

whatever they wanted her to. After all, they were paying her.”80 Amy is pictured smiling, 

whispering into the ear of a grinning Michelle Tea as the two meet outside the hotel room. 

Here, Tea and McCubbin reveal the ways that this negotiation of masculinities or masculine 

desires is learned on the job. Tea learns from other girls’ experiences of clients with incest 

fantasies that she must create and maintain her own boundary along that line. Amy, though, 

assumes she is not able to have boundaries on the job, something she must learn after Tea 

 
79 Rent Girl, 47. 
80 47. This interaction between Amy and Tea also shows the ways in which achieving hegemonic masculinity is an 
ongoing project without resolution—the client was able to receive sexual validation from Amy and almost 
immediately sought it again after with Tea. 
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assures her she did not have to meet this client’s request. While this section details the ways that 

sex workers are utilizing knowledge of hegemonic masculinity in order to make money from 

this gender labor,81 here we see the knowledge of navigating masculinity and male clients’ 

requests for sexual validation and fulfillment being passed from Tea to Amy, and then Tea is 

shown making a different decision than Amy had. The choice by Tea and McCubbin to 

illustrate this moment as giggling coworkers expresses a sense of solidarity in this moment 

rather than comparison or judgment, with the two sharing knowledge and gossip with one 

another and finding joy in those moments.  

The second angle through which Tea represents masculinizing emotional labor is in 

performances of pleasure and desire. Tea describes the faking of orgasms as “part of [her] 

regular whore routine,” though more elaborate performances are also recalled. In one such 

occurrence of bringing forth ingenuine emotions, Tea is seeing a client who begins describing 

fantasies of incest. She writes that she was just letting him ramble about his hypothetical (or 

not, Tea wonders in the text) fantasy and realizes that her silence was keeping the client from 

getting to orgasm. “I knew it was because I was so silent, not there. If I wanted the thing to end 

I would have to participate. What Else Did Your Big Sister Do To You?”82 In this moment of 

deep disgust, especially considering the book’s discussion of Tea’s experiences of childhood 

sexual trauma, Tea calls forth a performance of desire in the interaction. Her lack of 

engagement with this client’s fantasy is making it more difficult for the client to reach climax, so 

she acts as if she is sexually interested in his taboo (and, to Tea, offensive and disgusting) 

fantasy, validating it and thus speeding up the duration of their encounter.83 This interaction is 

 
81 Ward, “Gender Labor: Transmen, Femmes, and Collective Work of Transgression.” 
82 51. 
83 Of course, this phenomenon is not specific to paid sexual encounters, as women often perform this gendering 
emotional (and physical) labor unpaid with their sexual partners (see Fahs and Swank 2016, “The Other Third 
Shift?”).  
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not illustrated, but is only located in-text—we might think of this choice as a refusal to perform 

the labor of representing a client whose desires are so repulsive to Tea. 

These examples from Striptastic and Rent Girl provide sex workers’ own graphic accounts of 

emotional labor they perform that displays the masculinizing practice many male clients seek 

from purchasing sexual services. Their making visible of this labor of masculinization not only 

denaturalizes it as an innate, naturally feminine task but also reveals masculinity as a process or 

project in which they’re being paid to participate. As Bernstein, Frank, Wood, Huysamen, and 

Boonzaier have shown, clients desires are not just for any performances but specifically ones 

that they don’t perceive as performances at all, but instead seemingly genuine, authentic 

interpersonal connection and desire.84 Male clients may place a premium on authenticity in these 

interactions or reframe the interaction themselves in order to further a perception of 

genuineness, especially since the exchange of money for these services can be seen as a 

detriment to their supposed authenticity.85 

 

B. Refusal and Subversion 

There are, of course, times when workers refuse to perform emotional labor—and this, too, 

is represented in Frances’ and Tea’s work. Beside an illustration of a man lit up from below his 

torso and with a wispy combover and full goatee, Tea writes, “Now, there are many different 

types of men who call prostitutes, far too many for me to catalogue here, but there is one type I 

want to discuss and that is the man who, besides sex, wants a captive audience for his deep and 

worldly knowledge of everything.”86 McCubbin’s goateed man, who Tea titles “Mr. Wizard,” 

 
84 Bernstein, Temporarily Yours; Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy; Wood, “Working in the Fantasy Factory”; Huysamen 
and Boonzaier, “Men’s Constructions of Masculinity and Male Sexuality through Talk of Buying Sex.” 
85 Bernstein, Temporarily Yours, 103; Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy. This reframing may happen, for example, with the 
payment for the service—since the payment itself disrupts a perception of authenticity. 
86 Tea, Rent Girl, 62. 
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eyes the reader with a raised brow as if he has deemed them his captive audience. Tea 

continues, “Depending on my mood, this could be a good thing. If I was feeling particularly 

vacant I could just Oh Really . . . Wow . . . the better part of an hour away. If I was feeling more 

present and ornery I would try to top them at their dumb game.”87 Mr. Wizard seems to be one 

of her examples of this practice. Tea recalls Mr. Wizard’s repeated references to Eastern 

religion, French phrases, and witchcraft, and her own refusal to engage: 

Mr. Wizard had a little tin lamp resting on the hotel television, and he started in right 

away. What do you see, he asked dramatically, holding out the object. Uh... It’s A Lamp. 

How many sides does it have? Four. Do you know why it has four sides? It was just a 

regular, square fucking lamp, but I knew what he was getting at. The Four Directions, I 

said, North, South, East West. The Four Elements, Earth, Air, Fire, Water. The Four 

Vulnerable Points On A Rapist’s Body, Eyes, Knees, Groin, Throat. Mr. Wizard was 

clearly startled. These guys think they’re Henry Higgins, dreaming of my transformation 

into a silk purse. You could see the reels of Pretty Woman twirling in his head.88 (Fig. 5) 

Here Tea refuses to engage in the client’s masculinizing practice of performing a lack of what 

Tea calls “New Age” knowledge. She instead displays her knowledge of the game Mr. Wizard is 

playing but peppered with reference to her knowledge of self-defense. The accompanying 

illustration displays Tea standing, seemingly removing her skirt and rolling her eyes. Mr. Wizard 

sits, a smaller figure behind her, shirtless with his hands outstretched with an interested, almost 

 
87 Tea, 62. , After giving an example of a man expecting her to request a translation for the phrase “La Petite 
Morte,” Tea writes, “These guys really thought prostitutes were stupid, which was understandable considering that 
any woman would have to be an idiot to sleep with them, but I was getting paid.” A few things are important about 
this quote—how it challenges stereotypes about sex workers’ intelligence, how it reiterates that what she’s doing is 
work and her desire is performed, and how she works to further critique the masculinizing performances of this 
“type” of client by reiterating the undesirability of that performance to women as a whole. 
88 Tea, 62–63. 
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lurking gaze upon Tea. Tea is once again figured prominently and has replaced the reader as Mr. 

Wizard’s captive audience.  

 

Figure 5: Mr. Wizard; Tea 2004, p. 62-3. 

Tea quite explicitly displays her own knowledge of Mr. Wizard’s performance as just that—

a performance—and her reference to knowing vulnerable points of a body to attack acts as a 

further rejection of his premise and almost a warning or threat. Tea also seems to note that her 

refusal to perform this masculinization of Mr. Wizard does not necessarily stop him from 

continuing to utilize the interaction as a masculinizing practice. In stating that “these guys” 

think they are all Henry Higgins (in My Fair Lady, played by Rex Harrison in the film), and 

understanding how clients might compare themselves to Edward Lewis (Richard Gere) of Pretty 

Woman,89 it’s clear he perceives Tea as an exception to his rule of sex workers being 

unintelligent. Tea recognizes Mr. Wizard as understanding himself as a male savior of the low-

class, so-called “hooker-with-a-heart-of-gold” as a way to account for her knowledge and still 

 
89 Cukor, My Fair Lady; Marshall, Pretty Woman. In My Fair Lady, phonetics professor Henry Higgins wagers that he 
can make a working-class girl with a strong cockney accent suitable for high-society—the two fall in love. In Pretty 
Woman, Edward Lewis hires sex worker Vivian Ward (Julia Roberts) as his 24/7 escort for the week, and the two 
fall in love and Vivian presumably leaves sex work.  
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position himself as masculine, superior to her, and secretly desired by her. Sex work scholars 

Hoang, Huysamen and Boonzaier, and Rivers-Moore find that across region and culture, male 

clients of sex workers use certain strategies to account for the role of payment in their 

interaction. One of these strategies is to position themselves as gifting money to a down-on-her-

luck worker in need, where clients further their own masculinization by establishing themselves 

as wealthy savoir-benefactors rather than clients purchasing a service.90 Here, Tea tells the 

reader that if they were also present, they could see the reels of Pretty Woman playing in Mr. 

Wizard’s head, as he positions himself as the exorbitantly rich Edward Lewis to Tea’s Vivian 

Ward (Julia Roberts). In this scene, Tea and McCubbin bring in the reader (eyed by Mr. Wizard, 

watching Tea secretly roll her eyes) to witness one example of Tea’s rejection of performing 

masculinizing labor for a client—which does not necessarily stop him from continuing to seek 

out masculinization in other ways.  

In Striptastic, Jacqueline Frances provides many one-panel examples of refusal to perform 

masculinizing labor to different extents. In her section “Don’t Be This Guy,”91 Frances includes 

a panel in which “Chris ‘I’m a method actor,’ 30, Austria,” pictured as bald. In a red shirt, is has 

purchased a lap dance from a blonde dancer in a purple G-string. The customer asks, “What’s 

your real name?” “Is that your natural hair colour?” “What colour are your eyes?” “Where do 

you live?” “What’s your ethnic background?” “Are your breasts real?” “How many perfumes 

are you wearing?” (Fig. 6). The questions circle around the pair, connected by strung-together 

speech bubbles. The dancer, potentially Tea herself, stands in front of the speech bubbles 

looking at the reader with an unamused expression. The masculinizing practice here, and the 

 
90 Hoang, Dealing in Desire; Huysamen and Boonzaier, “Men’s Constructions of Masculinity and Male Sexuality 
through Talk of Buying Sex”; Rivers-Moore, “Almighty Gringos.” 
91 In my conclusion, I discuss how Frances’ addressing of clients in Striptastic may likely be a figurative sort, rather 
than literal, even if her readership includes some clients. 
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labor being requested as a result, is regarding authenticity and contesting masculinity. The client 

desires information about this dancer that he knows clients are not often privy to, making 

references to how genuine the dancer is in various areas—name, hair color, breasts, smell, 

potentially ethnicity or race—hoping, I argue, to position himself as a man more deserving of 

such information (or, if he receives it, he has accomplished a feat). Sociologist Patricia Yancey 

Martin uses the term “contesting masculinities” to describe men’s attempts to differentiate 

themselves from others in the workplace “by showing superior rank or status, obtaining control 

over others, or obtaining benefits from work that others do. In women’s eyes, men mobilized 

contesting masculinities to set themselves apart from (and above) others, both women and 

men.”92 The client is pursuing authenticity both in the dancer’s appearance and in pursuit of her 

divulging information about herself—both of which, if he succeeded, would mean he has 

acquired more access, a more genuine interaction, and thus position himself as more desirable 

to this woman than other clients in the club. The dancer in this situation is simply refusing to 

respond, giving the reader a look at her tired expression. However, many of Frances’ one-panel 

recorded client interactions also include a returned quip (i.e., “Are you naturally blonde?” “Are 

you naturally bald?”), extending the refusal of masculinization beyond simply silence in response 

to masculinizing efforts to a verbal rejection or, in the parenthetical example, an insult. With 

these examples from Frances and Tea, we can recognize that by simply positioning 

masculinization as something that can be refused,93 they thus emphasize it as labor, emphasize 

their own agency in performing that labor, and denaturalize conceptions of gender and 

masculinity as stable or inherent.  

 
92 Yancey Martin, “`Mobilizing Masculinities’,” 603. 
93 Sylvia Federici’s “Wages Against Housework” (1975) discusses wages as the first step to refusing to perform 
housework, as it would then be validated as work. Might we think of the demand for payment for emotional labor 
in the sex industry here as what can enable sex workers to refuse this masculinization work? (For more on work 
refusal, see Weeks 2011 The Problem With Work). 
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Figure 6: "Chris 'I'm a method actor,' 30, Austira; Frances 2017, p. 56. 

The final representation of masculinizing labor that I want to examine is an extended 8-page 

interaction including Michelle Tea, a coworker named Dinah, and a client they call David in 

which Tea displays how she and her coworker engage in masculinizing labor and a subversion of 

that labor simultaneously. Tea and Dinah first divide up the dollars and meet David.94 After 

describing the two nodding along to David’s talk, Tea writes, “[t]he man from Israel [David] 

was one of those guys who like to give women pleasure. They always said it like that, the 

grossest possible phrase: I like to give women pleasure. Luckily Dinah got her pleasure first.”95 

Under an illustration of the back of David’s head between Dinah’s legs as she performs 

pleasure beside a smiling Tea. Tea recalls Dinah faking an orgasm that was a “little dramatic, but 

that’s what they pay for. Not too dramatic.”96 Tea decides she will one-up Dinah’s orgasm by 

moaning “like a porn star,” making Dinah lock eyes with Tea and slap her hands to her mouth 

to hold in her laughter.97 David asks if Dinah would like to go again—“Women can take so 

 
94 Tea, Rent Girl, 86–87. 
95 88. 
96 88. 
97 Tea, 89. 
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much pleasure!”98 The next two pages illustrate the battle of the fake orgasms between the two 

women, attempting to toe the line between outrageous and believable: “How to top her without 

exposing it for the competitive charade it was?”99 Dinah is pictured with her mouth open wide 

and David behind her, barely visible in the illustration, just a few wiggling lines. Tea has her 

hands over her face, bent over laughing at the scene. Their roles switch no the next page, with 

Tea’s legs on either side of David’s head with Dinah openly laughing in response to her “final 

and most absurd climax.”100

 

Figure 7: "I Like to Give Women Pleasure"; Tea 2004, p. 88-91. 

In this scene, Dinah and Tea, in toeing the line between outrageous and believable, are also 

straddling masculinizing labor and their own subversion of that labor. In Huysamen and 

Boonzaier’s interviews with male clients of sex workers, they write that women’s orgasms seem 

to be central to male heterosexuality not because of the actual pleasure of their partner but 

because of the ability to validate sexual skill, a “key feature of the successful hegemonic man.”101 

Their research found that “success” in giving a sex worker an orgasm was an important way for 

 
98 89. 
99 90. 
100 Tea, 91. 
101 Huysamen and Boonzaier, “Men’s Constructions of Masculinity and Male Sexuality through Talk of Buying 
Sex,” 550. 
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clients to bolster masculinity.102 Here we see David positioning himself potentially explicitly as 

“[liking] to give women pleasure,” exclaiming at Dinah and Tea’s ability to “take” the pleasure 

that he’s providing.103 Further, we might look to this language of “giving” as another 

masculinizing effort, a way to differentiate oneself from other clients who only “take,” or, 

similarly to the positioning of payment as a gift that I discussed earlier, as a way for a client to 

distance himself from the fact that he is paying for sexual services. In “giving” pleasure, he may 

be attempting to position the transaction as more of a genuine sexual encounter. 

Similar to the previous examples of masculinizing labor, this performance is a way for Tea 

and Dinah to benefit financially from utilizing the sexual ideals of hegemonic masculinity while 

providing sexual services—this is made rather explicit in Tea’s statement that “that’s what they 

pay for.”104 With simply a look, the two decide to engage in this competition because of their 

shared orientation to and knowledge about the expectation/requirement of masculinizing 

gender labor. This allows them a resistive way to deride the client without his knowing—

making for, at the least, a less tedious work experience, while not putting their income at risk.105  

In all of these examples of masculinization labors and subversions, Frances and Tea make 

visible the process of gendering in which they are paid to participate. These illustrations and 

their accompanying text put masculinity on display as unstable project or as crisis requiring 

labor to be stood up. In the process of doing so, Frances and Tea not only challenge 

 
102 I add quotes around “success” because (1) Huysamen and Boonzaier use the metric of success to describe this 
phenomenon, but also (2) because, as Tea shows, orgasms may largely be performed as a form of masculinization 
or ending the interaction.  
103 Tea, Rent Girl, 88–89.  
104 88. 
105 Tea quickly moves the reader back to her reality, as David returns to the in-call to see her alone and tells her he 
loves her and wants to marry her. He says he will come back each week with no expectations of sex if he needs to, 
making Tea wonder if he is just a time bomb waiting to blow when she did not pay off at the end of that year. 
David rubs her shoulders for the duration of the call. Dinah gushes, laughing, about Tea’s absurd orgasm to Tea’s 
girlfriend, but alongside a forlorn or maybe concerned Tea turning away from David as he leaves, “She totally 
won” (92-93). David never returns. 
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conceptions of masculinity or gender as inevitable, inherent, immutable—ideologies which, in 

the context of actually seeing clients, they utilize to bolster their own labor—they also center 

their own agency, labor, and emotions about that labor for readers. 

 

“He was going to think he was a little champ, but I would know”: Disempowering and 

Navigating Masculinizing Practices In/Through the Autographic 

In the preceding example of David, “one of those guys who like to give women pleasure,” 

the accompanying illustrations from McCubbin shrink David in comparison to the centering of 

Dinah and Michelle Tea on the page. He has no visible face, his whole body is never on the 

page, fully in black, white, and gray; meanwhile, readers are privy to multiple detailed facial 

expressions from Dinah and Tea, many of which David likely could not see, their bodies are 

represented almost in full in most of the one-page panels, their lips and hair containing splashes 

of red. The text sits below them or fits in between them, with the first and sometimes last 

sentences of the panel bolded (See Fig. 7). This visual emphasis on Tea and Dinah’s 

competition over the client’s action, or even presence, demonstrates the main argument I am 

attempting to make—that these autographics provide the authors the opportunity to re-

present106 events in a way that disempowers the masculinization that was taking place. The 

comics, specifically, are what is allowing for the denaturalization of masculinity to occur, and 

the point of their authorship is where the creators are able to emasculate the characters they 

previously might have been masculinizing or compound the subversion or resistance in which 

they were already participating. Thus, with David, the illustration of this event re-presents the 

 
106 I am utilizing the term re-present specifically to emphasize and account for the autobiographical nature of these 
works. While Striptastic contains some more obviously fantastical or aggregated accounts, the works are based upon 
real experiences and thus, in their representation, are being presented again in a specific way—this time not just to 
the parties involved but to a reader. 
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action in a way that focuses on the work (and play) being done by Dinah and Tea and de-

masculinizing what was a masculinizing practice. By drawing attention, visually and textually, to 

the insincerity of their “pleasure,” Tea and McCubbin then discredit David’s perceived sexual 

skill and thus the masculinizing practice is undone. In this section, I outline the ways in which 

Frances, Tea, and McCubbin’s autographics nullify or emasculate performances of 

masculinizing gender labor by (1) drawing attention to masculinity as unstable and masculine 

performances as gender crisis or failure, and (2) deemphasizing the importance of individual 

men in a given transaction of money for sexual services.   

A. Drawing Attention to Masculine Instability/Performance 

 As I quoted in my literature review, Tim Edwards writes in Cultures of Masculinity that 

there is little evidence to support the thesis that masculinity is in crisis, “other than to say that 

masculinity is perhaps partially constituted as crisis” (emphasis in original).107 The previous 

section examined the masculinization work from Frances, Tea and others, while this sub-section 

will point to the ways that these two authors emphasize the masculinization work the male 

clients are doing as well. The re-presentation of these performances from the perspectives of 

Frances and Tea, with the specific ways they are presented, disrupt the masculinization this 

work is meant to do and renders the gender work emasculated for the reader.  

 In a panel that takes up an entire page, Jacqueline Frances illustrates six men sitting on 

chairs, spaced out around the panel—five of them have dancers on their laps or rubbing their 

shoulders, and one is alone on his chair (Fig. 8). Each man’s open mouth is connected to one 

large speech bubble at the top of the panel, reading, “I’m not like all the other guys in here.”108 

With five out of the six men, they seem to be trying to convince the dancer of their 

 
107 Edwards, Cultures of Masculinity, 24. 
108 Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money, 82. 
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uniqueness—while one, she has drawn simply saying the phrase to himself or to the viewer of 

the comic, displaying that the nature of this phrase is not just to convince a dancer but himself, 

and to separate himself from other, inferior masculinities. Yancey Martin, in studying women’s 

experiences of masculine performances in the workplace, used “contesting masculinities” to 

describe the ways that men would differentiate or separate themselves from others in order to 

position themselves as superior.109 This panel is just one example from Frances of the ways 

male strip club patrons engage in contesting masculinities in order to separate themselves from 

other clients they position as “perverts,”110 or sleazy, or less desiring of a dancer’s attention. 

 

Figure 8: "I'm not like all the other guys in here"; Frances 2017, p. 82. 

In her article “Almighty Gringos,” Megan Rivers-Moore describes male sex tourists in 

Costa Rica as making meaning out of their experiences by processes of comparison with other 

men (in their case, Costa Rican men and other sex tourists).111 Tourists will position themselves 

 
109 “`Mobilizing Masculinities’,” 601–4. Yancey Martin finds four primary ways that men perform contesting 
masculinities at work: (1) peacocking, “when men vie with each other for attention, time...acknowledgement of 
superior status,” primarily directed at other men; (2) self-promoting, “men’s assertions that their talents, skills, or 
accomplishments are exceptional, valuable, or necessary,” primarily directed at other men; (3) “dominating, 
attempts to control or exercise dominion over another,” primarily directed at women but also somewhat men; and 
(4) expropriating others’ labor, “a transfer of others’ labor or contributions to oneself,” primarily directed at 
women, but also somewhat men (“Mobilizing Masculinities,” 601, Table 1). 
110 Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money, 47. 
111 Rivers-Moore, “Almighty Gringos.” 



 

 

 

40 

as more desirable to Costa Rican sex workers, as mostly white, American men, by invoking 

racialized and classed hierarchies of difference and stereotypes about Costa Rican masculinity. 

Similarly to clients in Striptastic positioning themselves as not-perverts, white male sex tourists 

will appeal to narratives of machismo, violence, and irresponsibility to differentiate themselves 

from local men; in addition, these sex tourists will also separate themselves from other sex 

tourists by emphasizing their kindness or intelligence in comparison to others’.112 

The point of illustration allows Frances to draw attention to the frequency with which she 

must experience contesting masculinities in action. She is able to show this experience to 

readers from her own perspective (and, likely that of many other dancers as well) which, 

importantly, lets the reader in on her eye-roll or her uncomfortable frown. By refusing the 

premise that any client is not like all the other guys in the club, Frances both illuminates this 

statement as a gendered performance of differentiation and marks that performance as failing. 

So, while the dancers in the picture may, when on the job, entertain this idea that a client is not 

like all the other guys, in the space of the comic, this masculinization practice of contesting 

masculinities is thwarted, or emasculated.  

 In addition to performances of contesting masculinity, another masculinizing practice in 

which the clients in Striptastic and Rent Girl are depicted as engaging is performances of sexual 

prowess and heterosexuality. On a page of Striptastic that Frances titles “The Client Hall of 

Shame,” many of the quotes are from men’s sexual commentary or actions—“I’d fuck ya so 

hard you’d feel my cock in ya belly,” or pulling their penises out, for example—framing an 

illustration of a red-haired man in a suit with stating into a speech bubble dripping with grime, 

“Can you settle a bet between me and my friends? Is your asshole brown or pink?”113 In these 

 
112 Rivers-Moore. While the examples Frances gives in Striptastic do not seem to hint toward racialized masculine 
stereotypes, this is absolutely not to say this sort of engagement with contesting masculinity does not occur.  
113 Frances, 81. 
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instances Frances has captured, men are using the space of the club to display that they are not 

just heterosexual, but heteromasculine in that they openly participate in the othering and 

harassment of women114 and can proclaim their sexual prowess without the risk of having to 

prove it, as I discussed in the previous section. These performances, tinged with more explicit 

misogyny than many of the other performances of heterosexuality, are likely carried out for the 

benefit of other men. Katherine Frank points out that men in groups at strip clubs in which she 

performed her research “were much more likely to speak in demeaning ways about a dancer’s 

body or to act as if dancers did not exist as individuals.”115 Frances illustrates this with the 

inclusion of, “Can you settle a bet between me and my friends?”116  She illustrates this quote 

literally dripping with disdain (Fig. 9). Of course, illustrating a misogynistic encounter of sexual 

harassment at work does not diminish the harm that has occurred. However, we might 

understand a this re-presentation as providing a way to publicly shame the commentators, and 

draw attention to the commonplace nature of these performances of heteromasculinity for the 

benefit of (1) making visible what they must deal with on the job and (2) positioning the 

performances as failures of masculinity via the autographic (failures especially as compared to 

the “Client Hall of Fame,” positioned as the superior heterosexual masculine performance).117  

 
114 This is not at all to say that the othering or harassment of women is inherent to strip clubs. A quote from a 
dancer named Lily that Jacqueline Frances illustrates with two men on a bench catcalling her reads: “Some people 
say strip clubs are ‘sad,’ but I find getting catcalled every fucking day without so much as $5 thrown at me really 
goddamn sad. If men are going to objectify women, it’s only right that women demand to get paid for it. Bitch, 
that’s just like, the rules of capitalism.” 
115 Frank, “‘Just Trying to Relax,’” 63. 
116 Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money, 81. 
117 Frances, 80. Clients in the “Hall of Fame” tended to be placed there due primarily to paying dancers particularly 
well.  
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Figure 9: From "Client Hall of Shame"; Frances 2017, p. 81. 

 Tea describes her call with Mr. Wizard the “very worst call.”118 With an illustration of a 

grunting Mr. Wizard between her legs, Tea is turned toward the reader with an expression of 

worry, an expression seeming to implore the viewer to stop the situation. The white walls of the 

hotel room changed from white in the previous pages to a solid black, with small white text 

reading, “I need to tell you that I had an orgasm. It was awful. I felt it coming on like a sneeze 

and I couldn’t believe it. Maybe some of you have had this experience.”119 She describes her 

ambiguous relationship to orgasms, her common difficulty of getting off with anyone but just 

herself, and continues on the next page, “So you can imagine my alarm at this toad between my 

legs, this situation I had no erotic connection to.”120 Here, Tea is pictured staring blankly toward 

the ceiling on a black bedspread, the white walls having returned, with just Mr. Wizard’s head 

and one shoulder visible between her legs (Fig. 10). She labels her flesh a “traitor,” and decides 

to let the orgasm come on, stating whether she faked it or not “he was going to think he was a 

 
118 Tea, Rent Girl, 65. 
119 Tea, 65. 
120 Tea, 68. 
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little champ, but I would know.”121 After he lifts himself from Tea, he says, “Oh, Tiffany... I 

always have really wonderful energy with Aquarians.”122  

 

Figure 10: From "Body and Mind"; Tea 2004, p. 67-9. 

 In this scene we see a different outcome than most Tea describes, faking a slightly 

dramatic orgasm to make a client feel sexually successful. Here, Mr. Wizard does in fact bring 

Tea to orgasm, despite her lack of desire or attraction to him. In writing that he would feel like 

“a little champ” either way, and in his pride in claiming their “wonderful energy,”123 readers 

observe that both Tea and Mr. Wizard are oriented toward his goal of heterosexual “success.” 

In re-presenting this event in the autographic, though, Tea invalidates his success at bringing 

her to orgasm in a few ways. By describing the experience as her very worst call, the decision to 

fight the orgasm as “awful,” and her body as a “malfunctioning machine,” Tea directs the 

reader to an understanding of this sexual performance of Mr. Wizard as negative, undesirable 

rather than an accomplishment of hegemonic masculinity.124 Even in recounting an event that 

 
121 Tea, 68. 
122 Tea, 68. 
123 Tea, 68. 
124 Tea, 68. 



 

 

 

44 

may seem evident of the so-called sexual “skill” that is “a key feature of the successful 

hegemonic man,”125 Tea renders this as no success at all, something that actively brings her 

displeasure and divorces her further from her body. The graphic rendering of this event 

oriented to Tea’s perspective and inner monologue is the point at which she and McCubbin are 

able to revoke the seemingly masculinizing practice from the client.  

In drawing attention to male clients’ performances of contesting masculinity and 

heterosexual prowess, Frances and Tea reveal masculinity as unstable, their autographic 

renderings being the point at which they are able to disempower these performances. Despite 

any masculinization that may have occurred during the events in real-time, their accounts in 

Striptastic and Rent Girl are able to reconstruct the events in a way that critiques these 

masculinizing practices, rejecting their very premise of gendering, and re-centers their own 

experiences, knowledges, and labors. 

 

 

B. Deemphasizing the Individual 

The two books use illustrative and textual tactics to deemphasize the importance of 

individual men in client interactions—and by doing so, minimize the masculine attachments to 

sexual prowess and further a project of emasculation to reemphasize their labor in the 

transaction. Not only does Striptastic deemphasize the individual through the repeating one-

panel glimpses into working in the strip club and the many similar clientele that she and others 

encounter—but also it objectifies male clients in particular illustrations. A one-page spread in 

Frances’ book titled “What Your Tips Say About You (Coded by Willow Clover)” depicts aliens 

 
125 Huysamen and Boonzaier, “Men’s Constructions of Masculinity and Male Sexuality through Talk of Buying 
Sex,” 550. 
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of various colors describing their tip amounts (Fig. 11).126 The $0 alien-client states, “Wow I 

hate women and I’m entitled to a free show because fuck women,” while the $5-20 alien states, 

“I’m a decent guy and I understand how hard dancers work so I tip well.”127  

 

Figure 11: Tipping Aliens and Mr. Rich; Frances 2017, p. 100, 107. 

In another one-page spread titled “A Super-Duper Dope-Ass Night,” Frances depicts a 

dancer coming into work to find an anthropomorphic bag of money called Mr. Rich coming 

into the club, in which he spends large amounts of money on private dances, buys all the 

dancers pizza, and finally heads home to Mrs. Rich after thanking dancers for their labor (Fig. 

11).128 In both of these illustrations, Frances is replacing clients with a non-human figure. While 

she differentiates between clients that don’t recognize or compensate dancers’ labor and those 

that do, clients in these two scenarios are homogenized, either as small aliens or a big bag of 

money. Through this illustrative choice, Frances renders client individuality unimportant—what 

is emphasized about both nonhuman figures is their ability to pay. In a panel depicting a 

 
126 Frances, Striptastic!: A Celebration of Dope-Ass Cunts Who Like Money, 100. 
127 Frances, 100. 
128 Frances, 107. 
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brunette, hipster-styled man raising one eyebrow, Frances writes, “A stripper needs a hot client 

like a fish needs a... fuck you pay me/you are not special here.”129 

 While Frances’ more simplistic drawing style in Striptastic renders clients quite similar in 

appearance (with changing details like hair or clothes), McCubbin’s more realistic drawing style 

allows for a greater differentiation between them graphically. Thus, I look to her deemphasis of 

the individual in Tea’s writing. Despite specifying a few specific men as notable client 

experiences for her graphic memoir, she references “types” of men, as she did with the 

aforementioned New Age client (“There are many different types of men that call 

prostitutes”130). Tea recalls, before seeing the client who was the kind that was “one of those 

guys who like to give women pleasure”: “No one cute ever came into the in-call, cute wasn’t a 

relevant category. They were either gross or not-gross.”131 In their deemphasis of the 

importance of individual men to their experiences as sex workers, I argue that Frances and Tea 

instead emphasize their jobs as jobs in these re-presentations and utilize the form to negate 

masculinization coming from both their own labor and the masculine performances of clients.  

 

C. Navigating Masculinity 

 In looking at the ways that Striptastic and Rent Girl represent the emotional labor of 

masculinization and their own neutralization of that masculinization through their autographics, 

I also want to examine what we can learn about and from the ways that Frances and Tea 

navigate hegemonic heteromasculinity. Frances’ work navigates this by criticizing performances 

of masculinity that worsen dancers’ working conditions or experiences and leaving room for 

men to disengage from harmful ideologies of hegemonic masculinity. Occasionally, Frances 

 
129 Frances, 41. 
130 Tea, Rent Girl, 62. 
131 Tea, 86. 
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aims messages at a real or figurative client reader, such as: “We love you! (most of the time)... A 

stripper is nothing without her audience!”132 “What your tips say about you,”133 or the section of 

the autographic titled “Don’t Be This Guy.”134 I label this client reader real or figurative to 

denote that though Frances may have anticipated men who patron strip clubs to read Striptastic, 

she states in an interview for Jezebel, “Striptastic isn’t for men; it’s for us.”135 The addressing of 

clients in this way, I would argue, is at least partially a way of navigating these performances of 

masculinity that Frances and other dancers seem to find less than desirable. It is a recognition 

of the commonality of some of these experiences between workers, a validation of feelings of 

frustration or annoyance or joy on the job and the role clients play in that joy. The more 

instructional language aimed at clients, too, points toward a navigational strategy that deems 

these negative work experiences of hegemonic masculine performance improvable—namely, 

through rejecting gendered norms of hegemonic masculinity,136 paying dancers more money, 

and recognizing their work as work. Frances’ ultimate argument, it seems, is about improving 

hers and her colleagues’ working lives, and part of this is finding common experiences of 

dissatisfaction and harm and believing future work experiences can be improved. She seems to 

imagine a kind of nontoxic masculinity137 that divorces itself from misogyny and can engage in 

sexual transactions without an obvious attempt at achieving some sort of hegemonic gender 

success. 

 
132 Frances, 39. 
133 Frances, 100. 
134 Frances, 51. 
135 Horn, “‘Striptastic! Isn’t for Men; It’s for Us.’” 
136 These norms may include the objectification or domination of women, performances of aggressive 
heterosexuality, or engaging in contesting masculinities, for instance. 
137 I use “nontoxic” here to signal the popular phrase “toxic masculinity,” used to describe performances of 
masculinity that are steeped in patriarchal power enactment and harmful misogyny/racism/classism/etc. I am not 
attempting to create a dichotomy of toxic vs. nontoxic masculinity, but rather to point out that in Frances’ work, 
nontoxic engagements with masculinity seem possible. This could be explored further with Frances’ comedic 
character, Brian, who can be found at www.instagram.com/hieveryoneitsbrian. 
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 Rent Girl signals navigating hegemonic masculinity very differently. Tea’s text references 

her own fantasies of hurting or robbing clients—on a 7-hour long call with the paranoid and 

high David Smith, she writes, “Oh, the thoughts that went through my head. Murder, duh, I 

could kill him, sure I could. A knife from the kitchen, or a frying pan if he had such appliances. 

Knock him out, grab the roll [of money]... I sat and smoked and fantasized about David Smith 

dying.”138 Here we see the image from the cover of the book, cigarette smoke wafting over 

David Smith with Tea sitting up, straight-faced, looking at the reader. Tea addresses the reader 

in a segment titled “How I Hated Men”  upon which McCubbin illustrates Tea here sitting on 

one page across from a therapist on the next, signaling the immense labor of Tea having to deal 

with sexual trauma and the aftermath of misogyny (Fig. 12).139 Her navigation of patriarchal 

hegemonic masculinity positions it as possibly unsalvageable, or at least something by which she 

has been harmed enough to not spend her time trying to redeem. It is easy to see these fantasies 

as validating anti-sex work (or so-called anti-trafficking) perspectives, that trading sex inherently 

leaves women harmed and in need of rescue—I argue this is very much not the case. Even 

despite Tea’s recounting of her hatred of men beginning long before she began sex work, her 

refusal to cushion her words, her use of her autographic to confront the reader with her rage 

and truths and without compromise, is a political statement and theorization about gender 

itself. Though she identifies that there are better and worse ways to engage in a sex work 

transaction, I would argue Tea’s confrontation of rage and refusal seems to locate that 

masculinity itself, as it is presently constructed, may be toxic by its very nature. Though she may 

not have taken David Smith’s money, Tea used the space of the autographic to make visible her 

labor, the complexities of her life in and out of sex work, her rage and her love without apology.  

 
138 Tea, Rent Girl, 42. 
139 Rent Girl, 24–25. 
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Figure 12: “How I Hated Men”; Tea 2014, p. 24-5. 

Conclusion 

In Revolting Prostitutes, Molly Smith and Juno Mac describe how anti-sex work activists and 

feminists often “reduce [a sex worker’s] job to simply being available for penetration at all 

times,” which “erases the emotional labour and hustle that constitutes the bulk of sex workers’ 

actual efforts.”140 Striptastic and Rent Girl may be understood as autographics that provide 

representation of this hustle. Their depictions of experiences on the job provide insight into the 

ways that gender labor structures their job. While Elizabeth Anne Wood’s ethnographic work 

positions sex workers as affirming masculine power and traditional masculinity through their 

emotional labor, I argue this masculinizing labor is much better understood as “hustle” than as 

“insidious”141 validation. Even if masculinization is taking place and workers are drawing upon 

hegemonic gender norms, I would argue such gender labor is (1) not specific to sex work,142 and 

(2) taking advantage of sexual stereotypes as marginalized and often criminalized workers to 

make a living. In critiquing sex-positive politics of sex work, Smith and Mac write that these 

 
140 Smith and Mac, Revolting Prostitutes, 43. 
141 Wood, “Working in the Fantasy Factory,” 27. 
142 Ward, “Gender Labor: Transmen, Femmes, and Collective Work of Transgression.” Ward’s work identifies 
gender labor that both reifies and transgresses gender norms as taking place (unpaid) in interpersonal relationships, 
and it is likely that this labor takes place in many different jobs as well. 
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politics can contribute to an illusion that the client and workers’ interests are the same—both 

are positioned interested in recreational sexual pleasure, rather than workers ultimately being 

there in order to be paid. Such a critique understands workers’ priorities as work-related—

relating to payment and working conditions—which is what is important to recognize about 

this masculinizing labor; Frances and Tea show that workers are benefiting from this labor, and 

that failing to perform it can affect their jobs and pay. In short, they often prioritize the 

“hustle.”  

Even so, the creators’ labor of producing these autographic works critiques and upends the 

masculinization they performed in the depicted interactions. Beyond the vitally important work 

of challenging binaries of empowerment and exploitation and creating spaces for other workers 

to find validation and build community, I argue that these books also provide important 

insights into the enactment of hegemonic norms of gender and the roles sex work plays in that 

enactment. Jacqueline Frances and Michelle Tea put on display the masculinizing practices 

involved in purchasing sexual services and the labor that they perform in order to profit from 

male clients’ pursuits of hegemonic masculinity. In their re-presentations of client interactions 

in their autographics, Frances and Tea disempower the masculinizing practices being depicted, 

re-centering their experiences of masculine performances, their inner lives, and their 

communities.  

As a result of the rise of the rescue industry and passing of FOSTA/SESTA, sex workers 

report being banned from social media platforms,143 and all too often rescue narratives 

dominate the public conversation.144 It is in this context that we can understand sex workers’ 

 
143 Tierney, “Sex Workers Say They’re Being Pushed Off Social Media Platforms.” 
144 Bernstein, Brokered Subjects; Examples include: McKeon, “Nine Women Rescued, 15 People Arrested in Sex 
Trafficking Sting”; NBC15 Staff, “Man Arrested for Human Trafficking, Victim Rescued”; Wilson, “15 Arrested, 9 
Rescued in Bell County Sex Trafficking Sting.” 
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art, writing, comics, films, and so on as important tools for not just challenging trafficking 

narratives and pushing against censorship, but also tools for solidarity and survival.145 Frances’ 

comics represent common community experiences with clients, whether they be enjoyable or 

funny or annoying or enraging. Tea’s narrative challenges exceptionalist ideas that sex work 

must be empowering to be consensual work and contributes to a more complicated 

understanding of sex work experiences. Through examining these representations and 

nonfiction narratives, this work positions sex worker art as theorizing about gender, the 

(gendered) labor required to enact it, and the ways that sex workers navigate performing that 

gender labor as a part of their jobs. Joining a long history of sex workers’ resistive art, Striptastic 

and Rent Girl make visible the intersections of their own labor with conformities and 

subversions of normative gender and sexuality, prioritizing their own navigation of hegemonic 

gender and sex work as (emotional, physical, gendering) work. These works are but two 

examples of the theorizing that has occurred and is occurring in sex worker cultural 

production—sex worker art is a site that deserves more scholarly and political attention, 

attention that takes seriously sex workers’ knowledges and intellectual work.  

 

 

 

 

  

 
145 “4th Annual Portland Sex Workers’ Art Show.” Quotes from contributing artists here (the 2018 show focused 
on sex worker artists of color specifically) address specifically the importance of art to their survival and well-being. 
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