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Lets Talk About Sex.....

Recent years have witnessed a surge in feminist debate regarding the chal-
lenges of being a female researcher situated within male dominated envi-
ronments (see Gurney 1991, Sampson and Thomas 2003, Palmer 2010 and
Reeves 2010). Indeed, contemporary feminist theory places particular em-
phasis on the female to male interview process with the recognition of the
complex and multi-faceted power dynamics that influence the social interac-
tion of the interview situation.

However, despite the growth in feminist scholars reflecting upon the chal-
lenges of the female to male interview process in general, few have specifi-
cally focused upon the unique challenges faced by women researchers when
the topic of interview is sex or sexuality (for exception see Green et al. 1993
and Gailey and Prohaska 2011). Such an omission, Gailey and Prohaska
(2011) argue indicates that whilst women researchers interview men about
sensitive issues, sex and sexuality still appear out of bounds.

Furthermore, Gailey and Prohaska (2011) note that the lack of literature re-
garding dialogue about sex within these settings presents a substantial prob-
lem for women preparing to conduct in depth interviews with men. As inter-
views can be shaped significantly by the reflexivity of the researcher as well
as the researched (Riach 2009), the absence of previous studies can be
deemed as somewhat problematic.

Reviewing the literature that exists where women have conducted research

Nonetheless, Horn (1997) argues that when conducting research within male
dominated environments, gender assumes a greater significance than it
might do in other environments which is complicated even further when sex

and sexuality are considered (Walby 2010).

Developing a shared understanding and establishing the necessary trust and
rapport in a transitory research relationship is assumed to be more difficult
due to the sensitive topic of sex. And having the right or ability to interpret
accounts of sexual lives and identities is seen as somehow more problematic
when there are gender differences between the researcher and the re-
searched (Bellamy et al. 2011).

However, the assumption that an insider knowledge gained via a shared gen-
der can indeed grant an epistemic privilege has been problematized and
some feminist authors have highlighted the dangers of assuming that gender
or sexual orientation are homogeneous categories and that matching partici-
pants with the researcher will result in the production of more authentic re-
search accounts.

With this in mind, it could therefore be argued, that whilst undeniably barri-
ers created by gender differences appear within the female to male inter-
view process, the concept of gender cannot be considered in isolation in
terms of data collection and indeed in terms of defining the delicate line be-
tween insider/outsider relationships. As noted by Sherif (2001) identity is in

The Project

Prompted by Rubin (1985) in which it was argued that there is a purported
natural relationship of trust between gay men and heterosexual women, Bel-
lamy et al (2011) developed a study in which a gay male researcher conduct-
ed interviews with women regarding their understandings of sex and sexuali-
ty. They concluded that the gay male — straight female connection provides a
context that buffers the power imbalance experienced when a heterosexual
male researcher interviews women about sex and that this is based primarily

on the shared experience of marginalisation.

Although this study focused upon the male in the role of researcher, it did
attempt to highlight the way in which gender barriers could potentially be
broken where there exists a shared social location, in this instance the mar-
ginalisation of women in the form of sexism and indeed the gay male in the

form of homophobia.

As a female researcher proposing to conduct in depth interviews with men
who have sex with men in public sex environments, Bellamy et al’s shared
marginalisation theory strikes particular interest. Whilst the claim is made
that a shared marginalisation can in fact aid the interview process in terms
of breaking down the traditional gender barriers evident when the male
identifies as heterosexual and the topic relates to sex or sexuality, this has
only been concluded on the basis of the male taking the role of researcher.
During the course of my research | aim to explore whether when the roles
are reversed and the female takes the role of researcher, that the same or




