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Abstract This article explores questions about gender, race, sexu-
ality and political community. It examines one major pattern of
sex tourism in relation to contradictions within liberal theory’s
construction of community, Self and Other. Drawing on ethno-
graphic research in the Dominican Republic, it argues that an
interrogation of the world view of ‘hard core’ male heterosexual
sex tourists reveals something of the whiteness, maleness and
heterosexuality of classical liberalism’s sovereign self and the
tensions generated by its partial and exclusive universalism.

Keywords community, gender, race, sex tourism, sexuality

Julia O’Connell Davidson
University of Leicester

The Sex Tourist, The Expatriate,
His Ex-Wife and Her ‘Other’:

The Politics of Loss, Difference
and Desire

The English word ‘desire’ comes from the Latin desiderare, literally, to be away
from the stars, whence to cease to see, regret the absence of, to seek. (Bishop
and Robinson, 1998: 114)

[W]e go to the exotic other to lose everything, including ourselves – everything
that is but the privilege which enabled us to go in the first place. (Dollimore,
1991: 342)

In Western discourses on ‘racial’ Otherness, the notion of ‘civilization’ as
the apex of an evolutionary process of social development has often been
read as implying a radical separation from and/or a corruption of ‘nature’,
and thus involving a kind of loss, even as it confers intellectual supremacy
upon the ‘civilized races’. A number of authors have drawn attention to
the relationship between this sense of loss and sexual desire for the Other
(Bhatacharyya, 1997; Dollimore, 1991; Mercer, 1995; Said, 1978), and
it is also highlighted in Bishop and Robinson’s (1998) compelling analy-
sis of the sex tourist industry in Thailand. Bishop and Robinson (1998)
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explore sex tourism in relation to discursive traditions which have con-
structed ‘Other cultures as qualitatively and quantitatively different with
regard to sexual practices and mores’ (1998: 114). One of the things their
analysis of 18th-, 19th- and 20th-century western texts that eroticize
Other cultures illuminates is the tension surrounding the idea of ‘civiliz-
ation’. Paying particular attention to the writings of Denis Diderot and,
to a lesser extent Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Bishop and Robinson interro-
gate a discursive tradition wherein a vision of Other cultures as closer to
‘the state of nature’ serves as a foil against which to critique certain aspects
of European morality and social development. They show very clearly how
contemporary accounts of sex tourism to Thailand (provided by sex
tourists themselves as well as other commentators) resonate with these
18th-century representations of Other cultures’ sexuality as in tune with
‘nature’ and ‘untainted by European morality’ (p. 114).

Whether and how these accounts of sex tourism resonate with post-
Enlightenment representations of European and North American ‘civiliz-
ation’ is less explicitly addressed in Bishop and Robinson’s work, and these
questions provide the starting point for this article. Drawing on an ethno-
graphic study of sex tourism in the Dominican Republic,1 this article
explores the worldview of a group of white European and North Ameri-
can male heterosexual tourists and expatriates whose sexual desires are
immediately and transparently linked to a set of political discontents with
contemporary ‘civilization’. Their desire for the Other does not express a
wish to lose everything, so much as a wish to reclaim what they feel they
have already lost. These are sexually hostile men, and my aim is not to
suggest that they are somehow representative of all European and North
American heterosexual men or even necessarily of all male sex tourists.
What I do want to argue, however, is that the model of human sociality
they use to make sense of their experience is informed by a mainstream
political tradition within liberalism. The sense of loss which lies behind
their desire is not extraordinary or unique to them as individuals, and an
interrogation of that desire therefore sheds light on European/North
American constructions of Self as well as of Other. Above all, the moral
philosophy of these men reveals something of the whiteness, maleness and
heterosexuality of classical liberalism’s sovereign self and the tensions
generated by its partial and exclusive universalism.

Sex tourism and the Dominican Republic
The Dominican Republic, which occupies the eastern two-thirds of the
island of Hispaniola, has a population of almost 8 million. Historically, the
country’s economy has been weakened by colonial neglect, Trujillo’s 32-
year dictatorship, foreign intervention and, above all in recent decades, by
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international debt. In the early 1980s, debt crisis and negotiations with
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) led to the adoption of structural
adjustment measures. These measures did little to improve the lot of the
ordinary people (according to World Bank estimates in 1992, 60% of
Dominicans were living in poverty, Howard, 1999: 33), but they did
stimulate the expansion of tourism, a sector which the Dominican govern-
ment had been promoting since the 1970s. The country now hosts around
1.8 million tourists annually, most of whom are North American or Euro-
pean (WTO, 1997).

Many, perhaps the majority, of these visitors are ‘ordinary’ tourists
seeking a cheap holiday or honeymoon in the Caribbean, but the country
does also attract ‘sex tourists’. Defined as those tourists who enter into
some form of sexual–economic exchange with women, men or children
resident in the host destination, sex tourists are a heterogeneous group.
They vary in terms of nationality, gender, age, ethnicity and racialized
identity, sexual orientation and socioeconomic background, as well as in
terms of their sexual practices whilst abroad and the subjective meanings
they attach to their sexual encounters (Clift and Carter, 2000; Kruhse-
MountBurton, 1995; O’Connell Davidson, 1995; Pruitt and LaFont,
1995; Sanchez Taylor, 2000). They also differ as regards how central sex
is to their travel experience.

For those to whom I shall refer to as ‘hardcore’ sex tourists, however,
the desire for particular kinds of sexual experience (generally those which
are expensive, scarce or risky at home, such as sex with multiples of pros-
titute women or men, and/or with children, or transsexuals and/or with
racialized Others) is a conscious and explicit part of the motivation to
travel. Some hardcore sex tourists find the pleasures associated with a par-
ticular destination so great that they eventually decide to migrate and settle
permanently in their chosen ‘sexual paradise’. Such expatriates (or ‘sexpa-
triates’) often play an active role in promoting sex tourism and organizing
tourist-related prostitution in a given destination (see Ireland, 1993;
O’Connell Davidson and Sanchez Taylor, 1996; Seabrook, 1996; Truong,
1990), and this is certainly the case in the Dominican Republic.

Many of the hotels, restaurants and bars that facilitate prostitute-use by
tourists in Boca Chica, Puerto Plata and in Sosua (the country’s three main
sex tourist destinations) are owned or managed by North American or
European expatriates. The more entrepreneurial amongst them have dis-
covered that the internet offers excellent marketing opportunities, and
their hotels and bars now feature on several websites that promote sex
tourism. For instance, a number of American sexpatriates living in Boca
Chica have established strong links with an American-based travel club,
Travel and the Single Male (TSM), through which their businesses are
advertised. The club, which is one of several similar organizations run by
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and for male sex tourists, boasts some 5000 members, most of whom are
white Americans. TSM publishes a guidebook (Cassirer, 1992) and sells
club membership for US$50 per annum. Members receive a quarterly
newsletter, discounts in some hotels and brothels, and most importantly,
are provided access to the TSM internet site. This provides information
on travel and prostitution in various countries around the world, access to
softcore pornographic photographs of female sex workers from those
countries, two message boards and a chat room for members to swap ‘sex-
periences’, views, news and handy travel tips.

As well as drawing on interviews with 31 sexpatriates and 30 hardcore
sex tourists in the Dominican Republic, five of whom were members of
TSM, this article makes fairly extensive use of materials published by TSM.
The worldview of its members typifies that of hardcore male heterosexual
sex tourists more generally (O’Connell Davidson, 1995, 1996, 1998), and
their attitudes towards gender, ‘race’ and sexuality are consistent with
those expressed in other guidebooks and internet sites which promote this
form of sex tourism (for instance, ‘Travel Philippines’, ‘Brothels, Bordel-
los and Sinbins of the World’, and the ‘World Sex Guide’, see Bishop and
Robinson, 1998; Hughes, 1998/9). The following extract from a posting
on TSM’s message board captures these attitudes well:

Boca is a place of [European/North American] men’s dreams and [Euro-
pean/North American] women’s nightmares. It finds the heart of desire within
all of us. Boca . . . is a place where sexual fantasies become commonplace. A
place where you can go into your room with a pack of multi-colored girls and
no one will blink twice. A place where an older man can convince himself that
the young girl rotating on his lap cares for him and understands his needs more
than the women from his homeland. It’s a place where men come for lust and
sometimes end up confusing it for love. It’s where a man can be a star in his
own adult videos. It’s a place where a young pretty girl once offered me sex for
a [plate of] lasagna. It’s a place where every woman you see whether whore or
maid or waitress, young or old, can be bought for a few hundred pesos. It’s a
place where you can have a girl, her sisters and her cousins. (TSM, posted 19
March 1998)

Though its organizers and members would not describe it as a political
organization, the ethos of TSM is aggressively heterosexist, deeply mis-
ogynist and profoundly racist, and the club thus expresses and promotes
a particular worldview, as well as a particular form of travel. Indeed, it
implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, presents travel to ‘Third World’ coun-
tries as a means of release from the restraints that are supposedly placed
on the white male’s self-sovereignty in the ‘First World’. This form of sex
tourism reflects a particular political vision of the West, then, as well as of
the so-called ‘Third World’. The following section considers this vision in
relation to a mainstream discursive tradition of liberal political theory.

Sexualities 4(1)

8

01 Davidson (to/d)  4/1/01 2:07 pm  Page 8

 at IBIT-INFORMATIONS-,BIBLIOTHEK on July 28, 2011sex.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://sex.sagepub.com/


‘Natural rights’ and social contract
Classical political theory starts from the proposition that human beings are
naturally competitive and self interested and for this reason need safe-
guarding from each other. Hobbes (1968), for instance, holds that in a
state of nature, each man would use all means available to him to possess,
use and enjoy all that he would, or could, get. By agreeing (on condition
that all men do the same) to a social contract that creates a political society
or state, and by transferring rights of law-making and enforcement to that
state, individuals can, it is argued, simultaneously retain powers of sover-
eignty over themselves, and be restrained from invading and destroying
others. The legitimacy of the liberal democratic state hinges upon its role
as enactor of laws that preserve and protect the ‘natural rights’ of its citi-
zens, ‘rights’ which include possessing property, disposing of their own
labour, exercising sovereignty over themselves, their own minds and
bodies.

Carole Pateman (1988) has observed that missing from this story that
social contract theorists tell about the origins of the liberal democratic state
is the tale of the sexual contract. She argues that the pact through which
powers of law-making and enforcement are transferred to the state is a pact
between men, and is:

a sexual as well as a social contract: it is sexual in the sense of patriarchal – that
is, the contract establishes men’s political right over women – and also sexual in
the sense of establishing orderly access by men to women’s bodies. (Pateman,
1988: 2)

Pateman’s thesis thus suggests that the legitimacy of the liberal state
actually rests on its role as enactor of laws which preserve and protect the
‘natural rights’ of its male citizens, ‘rights’ which are understood to
include a right of access to women’s bodies. Viewed in this way, it is poss-
ible to see how the extent and nature of such rights of access to female
bodies, alongside the details of other ‘natural rights’, can become the focus
of political dispute. In other words, while in principle happy to enter into
a pact with other men as regards access to women’s bodies and other social
arrangements, men might feel that the particular restraints imposed on
male sexuality by a given state conflict with, rather than protect, the
‘natural rights’ of its citizens. This was precisely the nature of Diderot’s
dispute with European moral and legal regulation of sexuality in the 18th
century (his criticisms of monogamy and the private ownership of women
through the institution of marriage, see Bishop and Robinson, 1998:
120).

A similar case can be made in relation to ‘race’, for as Mills (1998) and
Puwar (1999) argue, the social contract is ‘raced’ as well as gendered. In
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the sense that the myth of the original pact is a story about white men
agreeing to transfer rights of law-making and enforcement to a political
body, we can say that the legitimacy of the liberal democratic state is based
upon and reinforces a particular racialized hierarchy. Again, the extent and
precise details of white male rights over Others may be subject to dispute,
even amongst those who are, in principle, reconciled to the liberal model
of political contract.2

Here I want to suggest that hardcore sex tourists’ political vision is
informed by a classical liberal model of self, community and contract,
within which naturally brutish men living in a ‘state of nature’ are simul-
taneously free to conquer and at risk of invasion. They are ‘suspended
between a fantasy of conquest and a dread of engulfment, between rape
and emasculation’ (McClintock, 1995: 27). The social contract of ‘civiliz-
ation’ is imagined as a release from this paranoiac paralysis, but only so
long as it guarantees each man his ‘natural rights’. If the ‘civilized’ state
comes to invade and deny individual men’s ‘natural rights’ over them-
selves, and over women and ‘racialized’ Others, it loses legitimacy. This, I
will argue, helps to explain the attraction that sites perceived as closer to
‘the state of nature’ hold for hardcore male heterosexual sex tourists.

Rejecting the authority of the ‘civilized’ state
In the course of interview work in the Dominican Republic, we have found
that European and North American male sexpatriates and hardcore sex
tourists are more than willing to hold forth on what is wrong with Euro-
pean/North American societies. The developments that trouble them
most are those which they perceive to undermine a ‘natural’ hierarchy that
is classed, gendered and ‘raced’. They rail against taxes, and most especi-
ally against tax-payers’ money being spent on social welfare programmes
for the undeserving poor (and more or less anyone who is poor in the West
is deemed to be undeserving); they remonstrate against affirmative action
programmes and/or equal opportunities legislation, as well as against
divorce laws which empower women in relation to men, against women’s
entitlement to child support payments, and so on. Without prompting,
they also bemoan the state’s increasing incursion into spheres of life which
they believe should be a matter of individual (white male) conscience, so
that, for example, they take great exception to laws which compel them
to wear seatbelts in cars and which prohibit drink-driving.

For all of the sexpatriates we have interviewed, the decision to migrate
to the Dominican Republic was at least partially informed by their unwill-
ingness to accept the authority of their home state, and in several cases,
their move was urgently precipitated by their active refusal of this auth-
ority. Sometimes migration represented an attempt to escape prosecution
for drugs or other offences, but more commonly sexpatriates are tax exiles
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from their own country (indeed, there is a British-based organization
called Scope, which provides members with information about tax avoid-
ance schemes and tax havens as well as ‘sex havens’). A French-Canadian
expatriate interviewed in Boca Chica is fairly typical of such men, if perhaps
more unashamed than most about his desire to exercise white male privi-
lege.

‘Richard’ worked as a real estate notary in Montreal until he pulled off
a major deal in 1994. The Canadian government presented him with a tax
bill for $200,000, so he put his money in a Swiss bank, bought a luxury
yacht and left Canada for good. After cruising around the Caribbean for
a couple of months, he ended up in the Dominican Republic, where he
bought a bar. The bar, he says, does not make money, ‘but I don’t need
money. It’s just for fun’. Richard loves the Dominican Republic:

Here, the white man is king, everyone treats you like a king. You see, no one
has forgotten Trujillo. It was a reign of terror, and everyone here, well, every-
one over 60, they still tremble when a white man talks to them. . . . In Canada,
we don’t have so many blacks, but the Indians own the place. The whites are
the second-class citizens in their own country because the Indians have all the
rights now. Things are much better here, much better. This is really a racist
country, everyone knows their place.

In his mid-50s, Richard is on his eighth wife, a Dominican woman in her
20s. This marriage will last, he believes, because ‘In the Dominican
Republic, women are slaves’. They have to keep their husbands happy, or
the men will beat them. So Richard is married, but free: ‘I can do what I
want, and she can’t say a thing. She doesn’t have the right’. Richard uses
prostitutes and facilitates tourist-related prostitution by encouraging
women and teenagers to solicit from his bar. He boasts that he is immune
from prosecution by the Dominican authorities because he knows how to
‘do business’ here:

You have to understand it’s corrupt from the top to the bottom. So you have
to be in with the Dominicans, get a Dominican wife, make contacts, make some
friends in the police and the military. You have to make your own security.

Richard’s male bar staff are, he says, ‘fully armed’, and this further adds
to the impression that he views his bar as his own private fiefdom.

In interviews, hardcore male heterosexual sex tourists as well as sex-
patriates emphasize contrasts between the burdens carried by the white
male in ‘civilized’ countries and the freedoms he enjoys in the Dominican
Republic. A rather lengthy extract from an interview with an American
sexpatriate and two of his sex-tourist friends (one of whom was a New
Jersey police officer) shows how deeply disturbed such men are by legal
and social changes which undermine what they see as their ‘natural rights’
in relation to women and racialized minority groups:
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Sexpatriate: I’m 53 years old. Up in New York I’ve gotta screw 50-year-old
women. Down here, 15 to 20 year olds, gorgeous women. . . . A friend of mine,
he just threw out a 13-year-old girlfriend . . . [in the States] they’ve got laws. . . .
I pay $1100 child support a month [to his American ex-wife] . . . 17 percent of
your gross income for one child she gets, 25 percent for two, 33 percent for
three. I’ve no idea what happens to men who have four kids. . . . Women’s lib
in America in the United States has killed marriage in America for any man who
has brains. I wouldn’t even marry a rich woman. . . . [Here] they’re raised differ-
ent. Women’s lib hasn’t hit here. . . .

Sex Tourist A: In the States, [women] hire folks with cameras. They go to bed
with cameras. If they wake up with a bruise, they take a picture of it. Call it
abuse. Possible abuse.

Sexpatriate: In the United States, if you grab your wife like that, and you yell
at her, put a little black blue mark, just a little one, she’ll. . . .

Sex Tourist A: When you’ve got a goddamn female announcing the NBA
basketball game. These females go into the men’s locker rooms, but the males
cannot go into the ladies locker rooms. Most of these girls are dykes
anyways. . . .

Sexpatriate: Oh yeah. She can call the police and say ‘He hit me. Didn’t leave
a bruise, but he hit me’. And he never even punched her and he goes to jail.
She can take a knife to him, and nothing.

Sex Tourist B: Yeah, no marks, nothing. . . .

O’CD: Is it here like it was 40 years ago in the States?

Sex Tourist A: 50 years ago. The worst thing that ever ever happened in the
States was they gave women the right to vote.

Sexpatriate: The right to vote and the right to drive. . . .

O’CD: Is this what people mean when they talk about political correctness in
America?

Sexpatriate: You can’t use the N word, nigger. Always when I was raised up, the
only thing was the F word, you can’t use the F word. Now you can’t say cunt,
you can’t say nigger. . . . There’s just so many words I could use against women
in the United States. I don’t like white women. . . .

O’CD: What about black women in the States?

Sexpatriate: They’re Americanized. They’ve all got their lawyer’s number tat-
tooed on their wrist just like the white women.

Read as a commentary on the social contract between the state and its citi-
zens, this interview extract, as well as earlier quotes from Richard, suggest
that hardcore sex tourists and sexpatriates are only really able to reconcile
themselves to the authority of a state which is overtly patriarchal and white
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supremacist. Legal measures which accord even basic rights of self-sover-
eignty to women or non-whites are perceived as attacks upon the white
male citizen’s ‘natural rights’, upon his selfhood, bodily integrity and
honour. This response is clearly paranoid, but I do not think it can be dis-
missed as merely individual paranoia. Rather, I would argue that it has its
basis in the contradictions of the liberal political theory that informs their
worldview.

Bodies, ‘natural rights’ and the ‘state of nature’
Wellman (1997: 321) has commented on the increasing visibility of white-
ness and maleness in the contemporary USA:

Until recently, the categories ‘white’ and ‘male’ were taken for granted. . . . The
taken for granted world of white male Americans, then, was their normalcy, not
their whiteness or gender. As a result, the privileges that came with whiteness
and masculinity were experienced as ‘normal’, not advantages. But that is no
longer possible. The normal has been made problematic by people of color and
women, who have, through their visibility, challenged assumptions once taken
for granted.

Similar developments are occurring in European societies, and are, at one
level, a logical result of liberalism’s rhetoric of universalism. Yet these
developments also draw attention to the tension between that rhetoric of
universal rights and liberalism’s basis in a social contract that is gendered,
classed and ‘raced’. For many white European/North American men, the
extension of universal rights to persons of colour and women is experi-
enced as a loss of male sovereignty and selfhood. The sex tourists and sex-
patriates under consideration here are certainly not alone in their disquiet,
but they are distinguished by the fact that they attach such an immediate
erotic significance to this sense of loss. This perhaps reflects their unusu-
ally intense anxiety about/fascination with matters corporeal (such as the
ageing process, sexual functions and organs, phenotypical characteristics),
something which may well be explained as a function of individual psy-
chology and personal history.

At the same time, however, this anxiety/fascination resonates with the
post-Enlightenment discourses about ‘nature’ and ‘civilization’ that per-
petuated a Cartesian and Christian tradition which views the body as part
of the physical world that must be controlled (see Seidler, 1987: 94).
Where men are imagined as victims of biologically given heterosexual
drives, control over male and female bodies can easily come to seem like
a zero-sum game. Men can only control their own bodies if they can
command control over women’s bodies and access to women’s bodies is
thus one of the ‘natural’ rights that the liberal state must guarantee men.

Equally, where a ‘racial’ hierarchy is assumed to exist in nature,
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self-control over the white body entails dominance over Other bodies. The
political and social order must ensure that Others pay white men their
‘natural’ dues, not just by suffering themselves to be called ‘nigger’, for
example, but also by physically trembling when the white man speaks.
Ferber (1999: 40) notes that under the Jim Crow system, it was commonly
assumed that ‘a white boy doesn’t become a man until he has had sexual
relations with a black girl’, and it seems to me that this too can be read as
the physical exaction of a ‘natural’ due. It is telling, therefore that the sex-
patriate quoted above conjured with an image of equal rights as inscrip-
tions on the body when he stated that black American women have ‘their
lawyer’s number tattooed on their wrist just like the white women’.3 Fan-
tasies about the ‘Third World’ as closer to a ‘state of nature’ have to be
understood in the context of these anxieties and discontents about the
political order in the West. It is not a generalized nostalgia for a mythical
past that informs these men’s desires, but a wish to reclaim very specific
powers. Hardcore sex tourists and sexpatriates see the Dominican Repub-
lic as a lawless and corrupt place (‘There is no law here’, they say), but it is
simultaneously described as a place where ‘natural laws’ operate. Thus,
white men are feared, revered and obeyed by their ‘racial’ and gender sub-
ordinates, while ‘naturally’ promiscuous Dominican women and girls are
available to meet the white man’s ‘needs’ uninhibited by European/North
American codes of sexual morality. Here, then, white men can shed the
burdens of First World ‘civilization’, even as they retain all its economic and
political privileges and collect their ‘natural’ dues as ‘civilized’ white men.

This leaves them in a position to make almost unlimited choices, and so
to exercise quite extraordinary powers of sovereignty (their description of
themselves as ‘kings’ is, in this respect, not so very far-fetched). They are
relieved of the burdens of civic responsibility beyond those that they
choose for themselves. It is down to them to decide whether or not they
provide economic support for the children they father, whether or not to
beat their wives, or to leave bruises on women they sleep with, whether
or not to mete out racist abuse, whether to pay prostitutes for the ‘ser-
vices’ they have ‘consumed’ or to simply offer them a plate of lasagne, even
whether or not to sexually abuse children. It is, in short, down to them to
choose whether to harm or help their ‘natural’ subordinates (Brace and
O’Connell Davidson, 1996).

For these men, the exercise of power over ‘natural’ subordinates does
not appear to be simply an end in itself, however. As the following section
will show, they are as concerned to establish and maintain ‘proper’
relations among themselves as they are to reinstate traditional hierarchies
of gender and ‘race’. Again it will be argued that their preoccupations are
perfectly consistent with traditional liberal discourses about selfhood and
sovereignty.
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Sex tourism and the ‘community’
In Sosua, Puerto Plata and Boca Chica, there are networks of European
and North American heterosexual sexpatriates and sex tourists who visit
regularly and/or for lengthy periods, whose ties to each other are both
economic and social. They variously provide each other with custom, busi-
ness, employment and/or services and enjoy a hard-drinking social life
together. They ‘hang out’ in bars, they gossip, they complain about the
petty hardships they encounter in the Dominican Republic, give each
other advice, reminisce together and generally enjoy a sense of collective
inclusion in what would otherwise be an alien environment. These net-
works can loosely be termed ‘communities’, and sexuality is pivotal to sex
tourists’ and sexpatriates’ sense of collective inclusion. Rey Chow’s (1999)
discussion of community formation and the politics of admittance can be
usefully applied here:

As the etymological associations of the word ‘community’ indicate, community
is linked to the articulation of commonality and consensus; a community is
always based on a kind of collective inclusion. . . . At the same time, however,
there is no community formation without the implicit understanding of who is
and is not to be admitted. As the principle that regulates community formations,
admittance operates in several crucial senses. There is, first, admittance in the
most physical sense of letting enter . . . to ‘let enter’ is . . . closely connected
with recognition and acknowledgement, which is the second major connotation
of admittance. . . . Third, there is admittance in the sense of a confession – such
as the admittance of a crime. Insofar as confession is an act of repentance, a sur-
render of oneself in reconciliation with the rules of society, it is also related to
community. (1999: 35)

In the Dominican Republic, it is sexual contact with local women and
teenagers which admits the male expatriate or tourist into the sex tourist
‘community’ in the first two senses of admittance which Chow identifies.
Take ‘Biggles’, for example, a 52-year-old white Canadian sexpatriate
living in Sosua. He first visited the country for a one-week holiday with a
friend in 1990. At this point, he was not a habitual prostitute-user back
home in Canada, nor did he travel to the Dominican Republic with the
intention of sexually exploiting local women or children. Indeed, he had
no particular desire to sexually experience the Other:

I came down here . . . for a week and I stayed for a month. I came down with
this guy, and as soon as we get down to the beach, he’s got these two black
girls, and I mean black. They weren’t Dominican, they were Haitian. The black-
est girls on the beach. And I said ‘no’. I wasn’t interested, I said I would never
do that. . . . I’m not a bigot or anything but I just, I just don’t, whatever, what-
ever. But hell, within the next couple of days I went with this girl and it was
fantastic. . . . It was something I’d never done before. I don’t know, I just
thought, ‘Give it a try’.
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Biggles penetrated the ‘black girl’ and entered the sex tourist ‘scene’. So
pleasing did he find the subculture of hardcore sex tourism that, over the
next six years, he made repeated and regular visits to Sosua, always engag-
ing in prostitute-use. In 1996, he decided to retire there, and his life now
revolves entirely around this subculture.

Dominican women and girl’s bodies are also often transacted between
sexpatriates who own bar–brothels, or who make a living by procuring
prostitutes for male tourists, and these exchanges also serve to establish
and cement relationships between sexpatriates and sex tourists. Thus, for
example, a 63-year-old white American expatriate who owns a beachside
bar in Boca Chica explains that he gets ‘a lot of steady customers, a lot of
guys that come here three, four, six, seven times a year’. His bar, and
photographs of its female bar staff, feature in the information on the
Dominican Republic on TSM’s website, and the owner is frequently
referred to in the ‘chat’ between members. He estimates that between 15
to 20 TSM members arrive at his bar each month and other American sex-
patriates and sex tourists interviewed in Boca Chica described him as ‘the
biggest pimp in town’. In facilitating tourists’ ‘entry’ into Dominican
women and teenagers, he simultaneously admits them to the sex tourist
‘community’. They become ‘one of the guys’.

Sexual contact with Dominican women and girls is also central to admit-
tance in the sense that it provides the basis for recognition and acknow-
ledgement between men. As one TSM member explains in a message
board posting, he spent a great deal of time in his hotel bar in Boca Chica
‘bullshitting with guys’ and ‘making friends’:

We are all there for the same carnal reason – [the] hotel is probably 95% single
men – and a typical opening conversation would be – pointing at one of the
girls – ‘have you been blown by her yet?’ – ‘no, but I hear from so and so that
she gives a great one’. It makes for great comradery (TSM, posted 26 Septem-
ber 1997).

Another posting reads:

Day 2. . . . I must comment on the fantastic camaraderie that was nurtured
between Worm, Omega, Voodoo Chile and yours truly. It was just a whole lot
of fun the whole time. And later we ran into Ronnie, Bogey, Pat, Newt, Jann,
Digger, Woolf, JD and probably a couple more TSMers I can’t remember. A
quick breakfast . . . then down to . . . the beach . . . for a day in Paradise. Before
I knew it, a large-breasted black woman in tight attire was grinning at me and
massaging my back. . . At one point, I headed into the bathroom and before I
knew it she was standing behind me at the toilet, trying to grab my dick. She
wanted to suckee suckee me right then and there. (TSM, posted 11 January
1999)

And another:
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[The taxi] took me to the now infamous Ronnie’s, upon entering I met some
of the TSM crew. Omega (also known as Obi-wan, for his willingness to provide
his invaluable wisdom to TSM newbies such as myself) . . . and of course
Ronnie. After speaking to them for perhaps 5 minutes, I notice a cute girl enter
the bar. She locked her gaze on me and promptly began to suck a bottle in a
way not usually seen. Needless to say she had my undivided attention. I . . .
inquire about her and whether Omega had any advice . . . I proceeded to throw
her over my shoulder and carry her out of the bar, [back] to the hotel, and . . .
the fun was underway. (TSM, posted 10 January  1999)

In these and other similar postings, Boca Chica is constructed as a sexual
playground for European/North American men, and Dominican women
and girls as play-objects shared amongst them. The hardcore sex tourist’s
play-mates, that is, the subjects who give recognition and acknowledge-
ment, are other European/North American men.

It is also worth noting that because admittance is predicated upon a
common European/North American masculine identity and consensus
about sexuality, it tends to nullify differences between sex tourists and sex-
patriates in terms of age and class identity. Men in their 70s bond with
men in their 20s and 30s; wealthier sexpatriates who own businesses social-
ize with the relatively poor sexpatriates who work for them; sex tourists
who are police officers or scaffolders back home ‘have a whole lot of fun’
with those who are senior accountants or company directors. The sense of
group belonging comes from sharing the ‘natural’ privileges of masculinity
and whiteness, and sex tourists/sexpatriates enjoy the idea that they have
secured a competitive advantage not just over local men, but also over the
European/North American men who remain at home. As a 71-year-old
American sex tourist told us:

We all like to look like heroes. . . . Would I rather have a 70-year-old woman or
an 18-year-old or a 25-year-old? Please. . . . You’ll find very few men . . . that
has done what I’ve done in the last 50 years. Right now they’re all sitting in
Hyde Park, feeding the pigeons.

This man is reliant on his sex tourist and sexpatriate friends to affirm this
pleasing image. What good heroically fucking 18-year-olds while your
contemporaries feed pigeons in a park if nobody of equal worth recognises
this mark of your distinction?

Finally, I would argue that the hardcore sex tourist’s impulse to divulge
the details of his sexual experience (in conversations with other sex
tourists/sexpatriates and in postings on internet sites) can be read as an
attempt at group formation through admittance in Chow’s third sense,
that of confession:

Little Ingris. . . . She isn’t totally pro yet. I had her 3 times – my limit on a
girl. . . . She is so tight that I broke 5 condoms on her and she was crying out
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something I’ve never heard before ‘Tu Lance, ai ai’ over and over. . . .
[Another] girl, broke 2 condoms on her. . . . After several screws I got her to
do a posing session and used some of my toys with her, thank god 4 KY jelly. . . .
I have some good poses of her for TSM.

I do not think such passages can be interpreted as acts of repentance, but
they could be read as attempts at reconciliation with the rules of a sub-
culture that bases membership and identity upon a shared willingness to
reduce women and girls to sexual objects and to flout what are seen as
repressive social strictures on heterosexual male sexuality (hardcore sex
tourists fondly describe themselves as ‘bad boys’). In repeatedly confess-
ing to his sexual transgressions, the sex tourist demonstrates himself to be
‘one of the guys’. Homosexual acts cannot be confessed, of course, and
male homosexuals are not admitted to the heterosexual male sex tourist
‘community’. As one interviewee in Boca Chica put it, ‘Gays do come
down here, but we don’t have nothing to do with them’.4

Thus far, I have been emphasizing the fact that ‘racially’ Other female
bodies serve as vehicles for relationships between European/North Ameri-
can male heterosexual sex tourists and sexpatriates in the Dominican
Republic. Female bodies are exchanged, sometimes for money (as in the
case of sexpatriates who organize prostitution), sometimes as free gifts (as
in cases where sex tourists or sexpatriates ‘recommend’ or share a
woman/girl), and, as Rubin has observed, where ‘it is women who are
being transacted, then it is the men who give and take them who are
linked, the woman being a conduit of a relationship rather than a partner
to it’ (1975: 174).

It should also be clear that a hardcore sex tourist’s worldview is nothing
if not contradictory. They buy into overtly denigrating racisms, but
women of colour are their chosen sexual objects. They say that women are
the weaker sex, but berate them for the power they supposedly exercise
over men. They are virulent homophobes, but are endlessly fascinated by
the sex of other men. Let me now examine their urge to forge relation-
ships with each other in relation to these contradictions and those implicit
in the model of human sociality they accept.

Difference and invasion
Late-19th-century and early-20th-century scientific discourses on race,
gender and sexuality informed and buttressed one another (Somerville,
1997), and their legacy is conspicuous in overtly racist politics, which are
invariably also sexist and homophobic politics. To the extent that biologi-
cally essentialist models of difference naturalize social and political inequal-
ities based on gender and sexual orientation as well as ‘race’, they can
perhaps be said to inform an internally consistent worldview. But this
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menage à trois does not always appear to be a happy one. Indeed, essen-
tialist understandings of gender and sexual difference seemingly pose huge
problems for those whose imaginary communities are premised on notions
of ‘race’ sameness, problems which can become particularly acute during
periods of social upheaval or change.5

The contradiction between men’s perceived dependency upon women
as mothers of ‘the race’ and their dread of women’s physical difference
may be most visible in ‘racial’ supremacist politics, but similar problems
dog any model of community formation within which men establish links
with each other through the exchange of women (see Chow, 1999).
Wherever the traditional masculinist view that equates women with sex is
accepted, women’s relation to ‘the community’ is necessarily difficult and
ambiguous. Female sexuality and sexual difference is the key to main-
taining the boundaries of community, not simply in the sense that women
biologically reproduce its members, but also in the sense that, as objects
of exchange between men, women serve to reproduce social links
between the male members of the community. The ultimate taboo is thus
the taboo against the sameness of men and women, for women’s dif-
ference is vital to community formation (Chow, 1999; Freud, 1985;
Rubin, 1975).

At the same time, however, female sexuality poses a profound threat to
the boundaries of community. Since women are not actually objects, but
only treated as such, their potential sexual agency is extremely dangerous.
They could refuse:

. . . their traditional position as ‘gifts’, as the conduits and vehicles that facili-
tate social relations and enable group identity, [and] actually give themselves. By
giving themselves, such women enter social relationships as active partners in
the production of meanings rather than simply as the bearers of those mean-
ings. (Chow, 1999: 47–8)

If women break the taboo against the sameness of men and women by
assuming sexual agency, they ‘no longer represent reliable conduits for
men’s relationships with each other and there is further a risk of bound-
ary loss through acts of miscegenation’ (Chow, 1999: 49). These anxieties
are central to the worldview of hardcore male heterosexual sex tourists and
sexpatriates. For these men, the legal construction of women as men’s
equals, combined with shifts to the traditional gendered division of labour,
has broken this ultimate taboo. European/North American women claim
male territory (they announce the NBA basketball game, they go into the
men’s locker rooms) and male rights (they call the police when beaten,
they demand child support payments from absent fathers). They can no
longer simply be treated as objects of exchange, and this has ramifications
not just for European/North American men’s relationships with
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European/North American women, but also for European/North Ameri-
can men’s relationships with each other.

Without the certainty of sexual difference, all the laws and bonds of
community that were based upon it are in jeopardy. As active agents in the
production of community, women cannot be relied upon to reproduce a
political order that these men are willing to contract into, indeed, they are
likely to push for laws and law enforcement that conflict with, rather than
protect, men’s ‘natural rights’. For hardcore sex tourists and sexpatriates,
European/North American women’s transgression of the fundamental
taboo against the sameness of men and women also raises the spectre of
another disastrous boundary loss, that between heterosexuality and homo-
sexuality. Bishop and Robinson quote from a novel written by a Canadian
expatriate who lives in Bangkok – ‘fucking a white woman is a step away
from homosexuality’ (Moore, 1993: 107, cited in Bishop and Robinson,
1998: 167), and the same sentiment is reproduced in TSM postings on
the subject of white women.

This draws attention to the relationship between taboos against the
sameness of men and women and against homosexuality, and traditional
liberal discourses about selfhood and sovereignty. Brace’s (1997) dis-
cussion of Hobbes’ vision of the ‘territorial’ self is particularly useful here.
Hobbes was preoccupied by the idea of a self that is vulnerable to in-
vasion, a self ‘bounded by a hostile world it must seek to conquer and
restrain’:

Hobbes encloses the self, the ‘rational inside’ within a fortress, buttressed by
our own sense of esteem and relating to others as outsiders or as absentees. Each
person becomes a potential invader and a potential resistance fighter. We under-
stand and experience our selfhood as enclosed, in need of protection against
intrusion and invasion. . . . Each person may be a bounded sphere, but the
boundary may prove fragile. Hobbes exhorts us to look at fully grown men ‘and
consider how brittle the frame of our humane body is’ . . . Hobbes’s emphasis
on the brittleness, the fragility of the human body is . . . central to male anxiety
about boundary loss. (1997: 143–4)

Brace goes on to note that the Hobbesian self, like McClintock’s (1995)
colonial self, is characterized by ‘dread of catastrophic boundary loss
(implosion), associated with fears of impotence and infantalization and
attended by an excess of boundary order and fantasies of unlimited power’
(McClintock, 1995: 26). Imagining the self as territory and relations
between selves in terms of invasion or conquest must, in sexual terms,
translate into a fear of rape. If sex tourists imagine the Dominican Repub-
lic as close to a ‘state of nature’, a space where fragile-bodied men are not
constrained by any law, then their fantasies of conquest would simul-
taneously invoke the spectre of invasion and engulfment by other,

Sexualities 4(1)

20

01 Davidson (to/d)  4/1/01 2:07 pm  Page 20

 at IBIT-INFORMATIONS-,BIBLIOTHEK on July 28, 2011sex.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://sex.sagepub.com/


stronger-bodied men. As well as shedding light on their obsessive fasci-
nation with each other as sexual beings, this, I believes, helps us to under-
stand hardcore sex tourist/sexpatriates’ impulse to forge links with each
other in the Dominican Republic and other sites of sex tourism. The sexual
objectification and exchange of women not only facilitates social relations
and group identity, but also diffuses fears about homosexual invasion.

Conclusion
The subculture of male heterosexual sex tourism that has been considered
in this article has grave consequences for the safety, health and well being
of local women and girl children in the countries it targets. It also reveals
something of the extent and chilling human consequences of global
inequalities. Individual sexual agency is mediated through institutions of
power, and the hardcore sex tourist’s capacity to reclaim a particular vision
of the European/North American Self through the sexual objectification
of Others is predicated upon the existence of an equally particular econ-
omic, legal and political world order. And in terms of our understandings
of the politics of ‘race’, gender and sexuality in the West, the phenomenon
of hardcore male heterosexual sex tourism sounds a warning bell, for the
sense of loss which lies behind these sex tourists and sexpatriates’ desires
is not so very extraordinary. The same regrets, the same sense of being
‘away from the stars’ can be found in speeches by right-wing politicians in
North America and Europe and in the works of right-wing ‘think-tanks’,
newspaper editors and columnists and academics (for instance, Herrnstein
and Murray, 1994; Murray, 1990), as well as in the publications of
organizations like the UK Men’s Movement (UKMM, 1999).

The men considered in this article are not differentiated from their more
conventional right-wing compatriots by their preoccupation with Euro-
pean/North American notions of ‘civilization’ and ‘nature’, whiteness and
blackness, maleness and femaleness, heterosexuality and homosexuality,
merely by the fact that they seek to diffuse those tensions and reconcile
contradictions through very specific sexual practices. Concluding her
study of white supremacism in the USA, Ferber observes that ‘White
supremacist discourse rearticulates dominant discourses on race and
gender: therefore, any effective political response to the white supremacist
movement must also attack these mainstream narratives’ (1999: 156). The
same point holds good in relation to the subculture of hardcore male
heterosexual sex tourism.
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Notes
1. The interview data presented in this article was collected by Jacqueline

Sanchez Taylor and the author in the course of ESRC funded research on
tourist-related prostitution in the Caribbean.

2. See, for example, Hall’s 1992 discussion of the debate between Thomas
Carlyle and John Stuart Mill on Governor Eyre’s reprisals against black
Jamaicans following the 1865 Morant Bay riot, also Parekh, 1995.

3. See Elizabeth Grosz’s discussion of Nietzsche and ‘body inscription as the
cultural condition for establishing social order and obedience’ (1994: 129).

4. Men who seek sexual contact with boy children are the focus of particularly
intense hostility from hardcore male heterosexual tourists, but the boundary
between ‘regular guys’ and ‘paedophiles’ is less clear cut in relation to girl
children.

5. See Theweleit’s (1989) analysis of the writings of members of the German
Freikorps in the 1920s, and Ferber’s (1999) discussion of white supremacists
in the contemporary USA.
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