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Ethics of Invisibility in Male Sex Work

Alvin, Wen Wang is a PhD student in the Elite Graduate Program “Standards of
Decision-Making Across Cultures (SDAC)” at University of Erlangen. In his PhD
project, he conducts ethnographic research on male sex workers in
contemporary China, focusing on everyday experiences of masculinity,
intimacy, and moral decision making.

Living and working out of sight

Male sex workers are present in many large Chinese cities, yet their lives remain largely out of public view.
They live and work in a social environment shaped by strong expectations around masculinity, heterosexual
marriage, and family responsibility. While their bodies may be visible in urban nightlife or online platforms,
their identities are often carefully concealed.

Public discussions and existing research have often focused on health risks or social stigma. This project
takes a different starting point. It asks how male sex workers themselves understand their daily lives and
choices. How do they manage work, money, emotions, and self-respect while remaining largely unseen?

Based on ethnographic fieldwork, the research shows that invisibility is not simply imposed from outside. It
is actively produced and maintained through everyday decisions about what to reveal and what to keep
silent. These choices are closely tied to moral concerns, especially the desire to protect family members and
preserve social roles.

Masculinity, intimacy, and moral effort

One important focus of the project is masculinity. Many male sex workers present themselves as tough,
dominant, and heterosexual. This image responds to client expectations, but it is also shaped by broader
social norms about what it means to be a proper man in contemporary China.

Maintaining this masculine image requires continuous emotional and moral effort. Intimacy with clients is
often carefully regulated. Some forms of closeness are encouraged, while others are avoided. These
boundaries are not fixed. They shift across situations and relationships, and they can be difficult to sustain
over time.

By looking closely at these everyday practices, the project highlights how masculinity, intimacy, and moral
reasoning are deeply intertwined. It shows how people at the social margins make difficult decisions under
constraint, drawing on culturally specific ideas about responsibility, care, and respectability. In this way, the
research contributes to broader discussions within SDAC on China, gender, and culturally shaped forms of
decision making.
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Mehr zum Elitestudiengang:

“ www.elitenetzwerk.bayern.de

¢ https://www.sdac.studium.fau.de
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