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Challenging ‘sex object culture’ – the increased 
sexual objectification of women.  
Object today! Join our campaign at www.object.org.uk 
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CAMPAIGN TO REFORM LAP DANCING CLUB LICENSING 

 

A joint briefing by OBJECT and the Fawcett Society, February 2009 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

About lap dancing clubs 

 
The term ‘lap dancing club’ refers to venues where live entertainment is provided for the purposes of 

sexual stimulation of the customers. This includes routines referred to as lap dancing, table dancing, 
pole dancing, erotic dancing, stripping, and striptease. The UK’s first lap dancing club opened in 

1995. There are now at least 300 lap dancing clubs operating in the UK. Since the introduction of the 
Licensing Act 2003 lap dancing clubs have only required a Premises Licence – just like any ordinary 
café or pub.  

 

The urgent need for licensing reforms  

 

Lap dancing clubs are part of the sex industry and promote the sexist view that it is acceptable to 
treat women as sex objects, not people. Areas around lap dancing clubs are known to become ‘no-
go’ areas for women, and women working in the clubs can face extremely poor working conditions.  

 
However, lap dancing clubs are currently licensed in the same way as any ordinary café or pub via a 

licensing regime which tips the balance in favour of licence applicants. As a result local councils are 
prevented from applying vital conditions and controls on lap dancing clubs andlocal people are 
denied a say in whether or not clubs can open in their area. Objections to licence applications can 
only be raised by a small section of the local community under four limited grounds, as set out in the 
Licensing Act 2003 (public disorder, public nuisance, crime and disorder, protection of children). 
Crucially, objections cannot be raised on the basis that lap dancing clubs are detrimental to gender 
equality  neither by local people nor by local councils. This places local councils in direct breach of 
Gender Equality Duty 2007, which requires them to consider gender in all decision making.  

 

The Government’s Proposals 

 
Following OBJECT and Fawcett’s campaign the Government has proposed reforms to the way lap 

dancing clubs are licensed. The proposals, contained in the Policing and Crime Bill and currently 
being debated by MPs, will licence lap dancing clubs as Sex Encounter Venues. The aim is to offer 
local authorities greater powers and local communities a greater say. 

Summary:  

The Fawcett Society and OBJECT are calling on the Government to reform 
the way lap dancing clubs are licensed – and to ensure that such reforms are 

robust and comprehensive. Lap dancing clubs should be licensed as Sex 
Encounter Venues so local authorities can apply crucial regulations and local 
people can have a say in the licensing process.  
 



 
However, the Government’s proposals are inadequate on two counts:   

 

1. The reforms are optional: The proposed legislation is not mandatory, and so will not 
guarantee all local communities a greater say in the licensing of lap dancing clubs. This 
outcome will instead depend on whether their local authority decides to adopt the legislation. 
This will give rise to a ‘postcode lottery’ over whether local communities have a say in the 

licensing of lap dancing clubs. An uneven licensing landscape is likely to be exploited by the 
lap dancing club industry.  

2. Venues hosting lap dancing less than once a month are exempt: The proposed legislation 
exempts venues where lap dancing is held less frequently than once a month. This will 
exclude a significant number of venues that hold ‘lap dancing nights’, catered for by a 

growing number of lap dancing agencies that take bookings in a range of pubs, bars and 
hotel venues.  

 

OBJECT and Fawcett’s demands 

 
There is a clear need and demand for licensing reforms that deliver in terms of local democracy, 
social justice and equality. Partial regulation – as currently proposed – therefore will not do.  In order 

for licensing reforms to guarantee all communities a greater say in the licensing of lap dancing clubs. 
it is vital that the legislation is mandatory and universally applied across England and Wales. The 
legislation must also cover all venues that host lap dancing, however frequently it occurs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Contact details 

 

• OBJECT: Sandrine Leveque, sandrine@object.org.uk, 07975 897 005 

• Fawcett Society: Kat Banyard, kat.banyard@fawcettsociety.org.uk, 020 7253 298 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Support OBJECT and Fawcett’s campaign to ensure lap dancing club 

licensing reforms are comprehensive and robust. 

 

For further information visit www.object.org.uk or www.fawcettsociety.org.uk 
 



                                            

 

 

OBJECT MODEL MOTION FOR STUDENT UNIONS 
 

Women, Not Sex Objects 
 
Conference believes: 

• We are bombarded with sexist images that represent women as sexual objects rather than as 

real people 

• This objectification process dehumanises women  

• The first step of any oppression is the dehumanisation of the group which is oppressed 

• The more it becomes acceptable to portray and to view women as a sum of body parts, the 

easier it becomes to mistreat, to disrespect and to act out violence towards women as a 

group 

• We live in a society in which sexual and physical violence against women is endemic  

• Organisations which work on the issue of VAW link the objectification of women and the 

mainstreaming of the sex industries with attitudes that underpin violence against women  

 
Conference further believes: 

• That the licensing of lap dancing clubs in the same category as cafes has acted like a green 

light to the industry  

• That this has encouraged the mainstreaming of the sex industry, with pole dancing kits 

including pink garters and toy money being sold by leading retailers 

• That lap dancing clubs are part of the sex industry, not the leisure industry 

• That lap dancing clubs promote the idea of women as sexual objects, not real people.  

• That lap dancing clubs are linked to sexual exploitation; women have to pay to work and are 

fined for being late or not wearing club merchandise; the only way to earn a wage is through 

private dances; the high ratio of dancers to customers makes competition rife; this leads to 

pressure to offer extra sexual services to attract clients. 

• That research shows that lap dancing clubs create ‘no-go’ areas for women who feel unsafe 

walking past clubs at night.  

• That lap dancing clubs are linked to sexism in the workplace with a survey in The Economist 

giving the corporate use of strip clubs as the primary reason for so few high level women in 

business  

• That the growing sexualisation of girls is an issue of concern 

• That the glamorisation of lap dancing clubs is linked to 63% of girls surveyed saying they 

would rather be glamour models than doctors or teachers.  

• That this reinforces male domination of positions of power and influence in society  



• That challenging sex-object culture doesn’t mean that you are anti – sex. It means you are 

anti – sexism  

 
 
 
Conference resolves: 
 

• To support the Stripping the Illusion campaign to lobby for a change in the licensing of lap 

dancing clubs so that they are recognised as part of the sex industry 

• To help strip the illusion that lap dancing clubs are harmless fun  

• To support OBJECT in challenging the objectification of women in the media and popular 

culture through things like lads mags, the mainstreaming of lap dancing clubs, music videos 

and Page 3. 

• To raise awareness about the fact that opposing the sexist portrayal of women is not 

censorship, it is taking a political stance against sexism.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                          
 

 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT LAP DANCING 
 

1.  Why do you say lap dancing is part of the commercial sex industry and not the 

leisure 

industry? 

 

Any industry that markets women as sex objects and in which the working practices of many 

clubs ‘implicitly encourage men to expect and seek sexual services’1 is part of the sex industry 

and not the leisure industry. These working practices include very high ratio performer to male 

customer ratios and women paying rent to work in clubs. There is intense competition in many 

clubs between performers for the attention of customers and it is in this context that the buying 

and selling of sex occurs in some clubs. This is confirmed both by personal testimonies and 

research. 

 
‘‘The fact is that if you break the rules, you make more money. If one dancer starts breaking the rules then the pressure is on 

others to do the same. Otherwise a bloke would think, Well, that dancer charged me £20 and stayed three feet away, but that 

one charged me just the same and she put her breasts in my mouth and sat on my crotch. Once you've been there a while, 

you learn that certain things are profitable, and no contact is the first rule you learn to break. Eventually you start to wonder, 

what is the difference between me and a prostitute?" ‘Elena’ quoted in ‘I was an Object, not a Person, The Guardian 

19.03.08 

 

2.  Why aren’t lap dancing clubs licensed as part of the sex industry then? 

 

Good question. A sex encounter establishment is where performances for visual sexual 

stimulation are provided. The problem is that because lap dancing clubs sell alcohol and provide 

music they have to obtain a Premises Licence - a one size fits all license also used for cafes and 

karaoke. Once they have this licence they are exempted from the SEE category, despite being 

part of the sex industry. Stripping the Illusion is aiming to close this loophole. 
 

3.  What would re-categorisation do? 

 

Re-categorisation would give power back to local authorities and residents by putting lap 

dancing clubs in the same category as sex shops and sex cinemas. It would allow for better 

monitoring as many local authorities have taken their lead from licensing laws and do not 

differentiate between lap dancing clubs and other venues licensed with a Premises Licence. As a 
result many no longer monitor lap dancing clubs and do not how many are in their area. Local 

authorities would be able to take decisions relating to the distance between performers and 

customers, the presence of ‘private booths’ in clubs and the number of clubs that can be 

licensed in a particular area. 

 

It would allow local people a greater say as they would no longer have to tailor their views to fit 

around ‘one size fits all’ criteria or live within 100-200m of a club to have a say in licensing. This is 

important as many people are affected by lap dancing clubs (for example near their workplace) 

but are currently unable to have a say in licensing. Re-categorisation would also challenge the 



way that the sex industries have become so mainstreamed and send out a crucial message that 

buying a lap dance is not the same as buying a cappuccino. 

 
‘‘In order to end social inequality and to give all residents, workers and visitors the same opportunities to thrive and to use the 

late night economy, the DCMS will need to change its stance to recognise that adult venues need to be treated differently, 

and carefully 

monitored.’’ Inappropriate Behaviour: Adult Venues and Licensing in London, Eaves Housing 2007 

 

4.  Lap dancing is harmless. Why aren’t you worrying about more important things? 

 
Lap dancing clubs encourage their customers, and wider society to see women as sex objects. 

They reinforce the idea that women are always sexually available, as long as you’ve got a bit of 

cash to spare. 

 

This has to be seen in the wider context of a society in which men still dominate the positions of 

power and where violence against women is endemic, with 1 in 4 women facing rape in her 
lifetime and 1 in 2 women facing sexual harassment, stalking or domestic violence. Those 

working with female victims of male violence believe that the mainstreaming of the sex industries 

legitimises the attitudes that ultimately lead to violence against women. 

 

The fact that we are bombarded with sexist images of women in poses which stem from 

pornography, depicting women as always up for sex, no matter what, cannot be disconnected 

from endemic violence against women, low conviction rates, and the fact that the majority of 

people still think that women are at least partly to blame if they are sexually assaulted (Amnesty 

International, Sexual Assault Research 2005). For something to be harmless it would need to be 

proven that it has no effect whatsoever on these worrying statistics. Can you say with confidence 

that this is the case? 

 
‘‘The use of women in degrading entertainment exacerbates violence against women…lap dancing and similar clubs be 

regulated to ensure that local crimes against women do not increase’’ Women’s National Commission (WNC) report to the 

UN Commission on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 2005 

 

5.  But isn’t lap dancing empowering for women? 

 

What kind of power are we talking about? Can sexual power get you equal pay, equal 

representation and an equal voice? You also have to look at why lap-dancing is seen as 

empowering. Why is it that in our society stripping off and posing to satisfy men is a key way 

we’re told to empower ourselves? The porn industry has saturated mainstream culture so much 

that what is essentially a sexist and exploitative industry is now seen as ‘normal’ and 

‘empowering’. How can an industry which makes huge profits from manipulating men and 

sexually objectifying women be empowering? 

 

The power relations inside lap dancing clubs aren’t that simple either. Of course not every 
experience is the same, but if women have all the power in lap dancing clubs why do so men 

admit that it is not just sexual titillation which keeps them coming to clubs but the power trip that 

they get from paying a performer to strip for them? 

 
‘‘Lap dancing is about creating a situation whereby the men feel they are doing you a favour - that's the way the game is set 

up, so all the power is with the customer … [she believes that] for men who visit lap dancing clubs, enjoyment derives 

primarily from handing over the money, not from the dance itself’’ ‘Elena’ quoted in ‘I was an Object, not a Person, The 

Guardian 19.03.08 

 



6.  Aren’t you being prudish in having a problem with the sex industry and lap 

dancing? 

 

Just like we don’t accuse anti-McDonalds protestors of being ‘anti-food’, challenging the 

normalization of the sex industry doesn’t mean you have a problem with sex! We don’t have a 

problem with nudity, we have a problem with how the mainstreaming of lap dancing clubs 

reinforces the idea that a woman can be bought and sold to provide sexual services of some 

kind. 
 

Recent research into men who buy sex in East London 3 highlighted that men were put off from 

sexually exploiting women when they started considering them as people. Viewing women as 

people and not as objects is a crucial step in changing attitudes. Challenging lap dancing is not 

about challenging sexual expression, it is about pointing out the danger of continuing to 

represent women as sex objects who are always gagging for it in a culture in which sexual 

violence is so common. 

 
‘‘The lack of respect paid to women who sell sex was evident in the negative and derogatory attitude of some of the buyers. 

Perhaps most interesting was the suggestion in one interview that viewing women as people was itself a deterrent. This 

illustrates conclusively that men can and do change their attitudes towards buying sex and a key avenue to achieve this is 

through recognition of women’s subjectivity and the contributions men (even as individuals) can make to reducing gender 

inequality’’. Coy, Kelly and Horvath (2007) It’s just like going to the supermarket: Men buying sex in East London Report for 

Safe Exit 
 
7.  Lap dancing clubs are about fantasy, we know the difference between fantasy and 

reality so what’s the problem? 

 

When we are bombarded with images and messages from a young age that reinforce and 

legitimise one kind of ‘fantasy’ as if it represents the only way to view sex and sexuality, this has 

an impact on all sexual relations. When this ‘fantasy’ involves the buying and selling of women as 

commodities and reinforces the idea that women can be bought and sold as easily as a cup of 

coffee this impacts on the way that women are viewed in society. When we live in a society in 
which sexual violence against women is endemic, and women are not represented in positions of 

power and influence, this ‘fantasy’ becomes more disturbing. The levels of sexual harassment 

that occur in lap dancing clubs are well documented --- and is evidence that this ‘fantasy’ 

sometimes hides a darker reality. 

 
‘‘I think every dancer has some kind of story to tell. It’s that kind of environment where guys feel that they can. We’re out 

there, we’re vulnerable, and they can. We walk around by the customers and a lot of people would grab our arses, that 

happens constantly. There’s rules there, but rules are always being bent. Quoted in Wesley, J.K. (2002) Growing up 

sexualised: Issues of Power and Violence in the lives of Female Erotic Dancers, Violence Against Women, 8, 1182. 

 

8.  What about civil liberties? Isn’t it our right to go to lap dancing clubs if we want to? 

 

We are not calling for lap dancing clubs to be banned. We are calling for them to be recognised 

for what they are, which is part of the sex industry. This campaign is about defending civil 

liberties by taking the power out of the hands of the lap dancing clubs and putting it back into the 

hands of local people. The sex industry is a multi-billion pound industry with extensive access to 
the media and advertising.  

 

This campaign aims to give a platform to the voices not usually heard, voices which tell the story 

of the negative realities of lap dancing, the impact that sexist attitudes reinforced in lap dancing 

clubs have on performers, on women having to walk past clubs at night, women who work with 



colleagues who take clients to clubs and more generally how all women are viewed in wider 

society. 

 
‘Often client after-work meetings became visits to strip clubs and I knew senior guys who had told HR they wanted a new 

junior team member and that she must be slim, blond and pretty…one guy refused to work with me because he said my 

breasts were off-putting and management responded by asking me if I had done anything to provoke this’ Kate, Former City 

of London worker, Sexism and the City Manifesto, Fawcett Society 2008 

 

9.  Pole dancing is taught in gyms and even by some councils as a form of exercise. 

Why the fuss about lap dancing? 

 

Pole dancing is becoming normal because ‘pornification’ is happening so effectively. It has been 

very profitable for the sex industry to branch out through things like stripping and the marketing 

of pole dancing as exercise. The industry is very clever about its marketing and media promotion. 

Celebrity endorsement and media glamorisation have helped to disconnect pole and lap dancing 
from the sex industry in many people’s minds. Object is re-connecting the two - we need to 

challenge the demand for objectifying women and girls at a younger and younger age. 

 

10.  Shouldn’t people be allowed to make their own moral judgements about lap 

dancing? 

 

Of course they should. But challenging the normalisation of lap dancing is a social issue, not a 

moral issue. Lap dancing clubs have a far reaching social impact and this gets overlooked in the 

debates which focus on the morality of lap dancing. Lap dancing clubs reinforce sexist attitudes, 

are linked to sexual harassment both in and out of clubs and run counter to efforts to promote 

gender equality. Talking about this is raising a social question, not a moral question. 
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LAP DANCING: LUCY’S STORYLAP DANCING: LUCY’S STORYLAP DANCING: LUCY’S STORYLAP DANCING: LUCY’S STORY    
    

        From the first night, I was in debt to the club. You pay to go to work.  You have to buy your 
uniform from the club.  You pay for any drinks. The only money you earn you earn off customers who 
come in and want you to dance.  If you start work at 8.30, it can be 11 o’clock or midnight before 
you get a dance.   
 
The club would be full of dancers. The club wants to 
create the illusion of choice, a varied produce, catering to 
every possible taste.  When you start work you stick 
rigidly to the no contact rule, afraid of the possible fines 
the club say they will impose if you break it.  And then 
you start to look around.  You wonder why other dancers 
are more popular, making more money.  You soon find 
your own boundaries start to slip.  You have to make 
money, not just because you need money, but because 
of what it says about you if you don’t.  It says: men don’t 
want you. 
 
The perception of lap dancing is that it’s easy to make 
lots of money.  You can’t admit to being the exception to 
the rule.  You have to play the game. You’re a dancer, of 
independent means, you’re glamorous, exciting.  
Whereas in reality you are skint, spotty, exhausted, 
hungover.  You have a rash from constantly shaving your 
pubes.  And with every night that goes by you begin to 
feel less and less like a human being.  Sexual contact 
becomes the norm.  You start to sell yourself out.  I 
learned that the best way to encourage a man to want 
you to dance for him is to act coy, submissive, innocent and a bit stupid. 
 
I went into that job mistakenly believing that it was in some way going to be – for me as a sexual 
being – empowering.  What I didn’t realise of course is that my perception of female sexual identity 
was entirely framed and formed of objectification.  The sexuality you display in a lap dancing club, in 
pornography, in lads mags, is entirely centred upon one thing and one thing alone: the gratification 
of men.  My body as a tool for your pleasure - to be admired, to be manipulated, to be used.  Lap 
dancing and standard pornography are not liberation and they are not empowerment.  They are the 
best trick yet from the bag of female repression.  If we pay you for it, then you can’t complain. 

Since 2005 lap dance clubs are 

licensed in the same way as cafes 

and restaurants. This has acted as 

a green light to the industry which 

has doubled in size since 2004.  

OBJECT is campaigning to 

change this because:  

� Financial and sexual 

exploitation are common 

across the largely self- 

regulated industry. 

� Mainstreaming of lap dance 

clubs fits into a sex object 

culture  underpinning gender 

based violence and 

discrimination.  

� Licensing prevents local 

councils from setting limits on 
clubs or taking into account 

gender equality.  
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LAP DANCING: LIZ’S STORYLAP DANCING: LIZ’S STORYLAP DANCING: LIZ’S STORYLAP DANCING: LIZ’S STORY    
    

        For a time lap dancing was great, and a job that I truly enjoyed. I felt sexy and confident in work 
and felt part of a team with the other girls; the manager really liked me and was always 
complimentary to me and fair. At the end it was dehumanising, soul destroying and filled with 
desperation. The strange thing about lap dancing is how things that would be unacceptable in real 
life become normal in the club. Even before the shift from ‘good place’ to work to awful, the things 
happening in during the ‘good’ time are strange to think about now. 
 
The club intentionally choose the girls working to ensure a 
range of choice for the men, so there were blondes, 
brunettes, older girls, younger girls, slim girls, bigger girls 
etc. My place was assured as I was one of the few black 
girls and at one time the only black girl. At the time this 
process seemed normal but with hindsight it is 
dehumanising and basically a form of cattle market. Men 
would come in and ask the manager did she have any 
black girls and I would be wheeled over like a prize cow.  
  
I began to frequently have arguments with customers, they 
would touch me and grab me and one even bit me during 
a dance, I did not feel safe. I also felt ashamed to be 
working in the club and thought to myself if someone 
attacked me in here or when I walked home no court 
would prosecute the attacker, people would say that I 
deserved it.  I frequently was only making enough to cover 
the house fee, train tickets and the cost of a bed and 
breakfast with no extra profit for myself. I increasingly, 
rather than getting dances, was making customers buy me 
a drink instead, and on more nights that I am too ashamed 
to admit would be so drunk that I would lose my dancing 
money, fight with other girls and customers and not 
remember getting back home. 
 
Often if a person has asked about my experience as a dancer I have responded with a socially 
desirable answer, and simply asserted that I enjoyed dancing, that I made a lot of money but in the 
end dancing was not for me. This explanation has in no way conveyed the extremity of emotion and 
mental distress I have experienced as a dancer and in no way conveys the sexual degradation and 
humiliation I have experienced and observed during my short dancing career.  

 

 

Since 2005 lap dance clubs have 

been licensed in the same way 

as cafes and restaurants. This 

has acted as a green light to the 

industry which has doubled in 

size since 2004.  OBJECT is 

campaigning to change this 

because:  

� Financial and sexual 

exploitation are common 

across the largely self- 

regulated industry. 

� Mainstreaming of lap dance 

clubs fits into a sex object 

culture  underpinning gender 

based violence and 

discrimination.  

� Licensing prevents local 

councils from setting limits on 

clubs or taking into account 

gender equality.  

 



                                        

 

LAP DANCING: SARAH’S STORYLAP DANCING: SARAH’S STORYLAP DANCING: SARAH’S STORYLAP DANCING: SARAH’S STORY    
 

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘I don’t know anywhere you get paid a wage. You pay the club £10 up to £80 for being there. They 

weren’t concerned some performers went away having not earned anything. They also take a 
percentage of what you earn. You’d have to wear the clothing they’d tell you to wear and that comes 
out of your earnings. They’d tell you to buy a dress from their own range, that would come out of your 
wages. And shoes. They’d supply all this but you’d pay for it. 
 
The club would tell you they’ll give you training but it’s trial 
and error. We had to wear special costumes and lots and 
lots of make-up. It’s not glamorous. It’s out 
of the pages of a men’s mag. 
 
I used to tell clients I was doing a degree in Russian and 
they’d be visually intimidated and would clam up. They’d 
want a bimbo who’d be subordinate to them. I’d tell them I 
didn’t - I’d say I’d work in Tesco. A degree was like 
pouring cold water over their privates. I learnt from that 
mistake. 
 
There were always more girls than customers and a 
competition to see who could get to the customers first. 
Owners loved the fact customers would see dozens of 
girls. They liked the fact the customers would be dazzled 
with the choice. Companies sent huge groups of 
employees to the clubs. Every day it happened. It’d be 
part of expenses. The employees seemed to be old hands. 
At the end of a big brainstorming day, they’d head down 
and be bought vouchers by their bosses. 
 
A lot of people would drink a lot to get through it. Girls 
would sneak in little bottles and top up their orange juice. 
Or turn up for work drunk. 90% were drunk by the end of 
the night. So they were more vulnerable. There were lots of eating disorders. Nobody got to stage 
where they were very skinny, but often women hadn’t eaten for two days because they knew they 
were coming to work. They’d not eat so would feel the impact of the booze more. 
 
There’s a rule regarding distance. You’re allowed to get closer than they say in the contract. It’s 

supposed to be three feet, which is quite a lot. That is broken instantly....’’’’’’’’    

Since 2005 lap dance clubs are 

licensed in the same way as 

cafes and restaurants. This has 

acted as a green light to the 

industry which has doubled in 

size since 2004.  OBJECT is 

campaigning to change this 

because:  

� Financial and sexual 

exploitation are common 

across the largely self- 

regulated industry. 

� Mainstreaming of lap dance 

clubs fits into a sex object 

culture  underpinning gender 

based violence and 

discrimination.  

� Licensing prevents local 

councils from setting limits on 

clubs or taking into account 

gender equality.  

 


