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CACHERISMO IN A SAN JOSE BROTHEL - ASPECTS OF MALE

SEX WORK IN COSTA RICA

Jacobo Schifter and Peter Aggleton*

Made progtitution has a history as long as femae prodtitution, and there is evidence of mae
Sumerians and Greeks sdling sex to other men (Dover, 1978). However, femae progtitution has
received more attention from researchers; so much so that as an indtitution, progtitution is often viewed
asafemae occupation. In patriarcha societies, where service labour islargdy undertaken by women,
men who provide servicesto other men are often seen as doing femaetasks (Carrier, 1985). Indeed,
one of the characteristics most associated with femininity in Costa Ricaisthat of sexudly servicing the
man (Kashak and Sharrat, 1985). Thisis one reason why it isimportant to analyse the nature of male
sex work, particularly that undertaken by men who see themsdves as >men= and who beyond the sex
work context are largely heterosexud. This chapter focuses upon a group of such men working in a
casa or brothd in San Josg, the capitd city of Costa Rica The am is to offer indgght into the sdif
understandings and social practices of such men, and the kinds of sexua culture that emerge in these

conditions.

The focus here is on one form of male sex work, as practised in the mid 1990s in a specific
setting. 1t should not be assumed that al male sex work in Costa Rica, or indeed even the mgority of it,
takesthisform. A variety of different kinds of mae sex work currently coexist within the country, and

there is some fluidity between them. They include street based work, work in public parks, the
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provisionof sexud servicesthrough forma and informa networksand agencies, and thetransgendered
sex work undertaken by travestis who cater for aprimarily heterosexud madedientde. Alsoimportant
isthe provision of sexud services by men to loca women and to femaletourists. None of theseforms
of sex work will be the focus in this chapter. Instead, we report on findings from recent fieldwork
conducted asapreludeto asexud hedlth promotion intervention among young men working in acasain

an outlying neighbourhood of San José.

METHODOLOGY

A totd of twenty five young men aged from 15 to 17 were interviewed? All worked in the
samecasa and most only went thereat night to look for clients. Two interviewers, both membersof the
Latin American Indtitute for Prevention and Heal th Education (ILPES), conducted theinterviewsover a
three-month period between January and March 1997. Each interview lasted about one hour and was
conducted in private. Each participant was paid 5,000 colones (about $20) for their time. An opert
question interview schedule was used. Questions focused on sexud initiation, saf definition, sexud
orientation, love, drug use, prodiitution, family rules, and relationships with men and women. All the
interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded so as to anonymise interviewees and the location.

Anaysistook place using a specidist data base developed by ILPES.

Accesswas gained through the owner of thecasa aspart of work |eading to the devel opment of
an HIV prevention and sexua hedlth promotion project based in the brothel. In view of the fact that

pandering isaserious crimein Costa Ricaand that many of the young men interviewed were under 18
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years of age (the legd age for sexud consent), total confidentidity was promised and the names of

interviewees have been changed.

Both interviewers were gay men, one of whom was a friend of the owner of thecasa. The
other was introduced as a gay researcher interested in writing an article on male sex work. The only
conditionr equested by the owner wasthat interviews should beheldin private. Thefact that interviews
were carried out by gay men should be taken into account when examining the responses. Had the
interviewers been heterosexud men or women, it is possible that the respondents might have provided

rather different answers to some of the questions asked.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PROFIT

Research on mae sex work in England and el sewhere, has established that money isthe main
reason why some predominantly heterosexua men sdll sex to other men (West, 1993). Thiswasthe
dominant explanation given by themgority of the young men interviewed, dthough aswewill seelaer,
other factors can influence the decision to become involved in sex work. A charge of between 2,000
colones (US$10) and 5,000 colones (US$20) was made per act of sexua intercourse (depending on
whether or not penetration occurs). Since the number of clients can vary between two and eight per
day, the monthly income ddivered by this kind of work varies from 80,000 to over haf amillion
colones. Most possibly earn around 150.000 colonesamonth, whichisasaary sgnificantly higher than
that of a university professor. Because most young men have not received much formd educetion, a

clericd job such asthat they might be likely to obtain, would provide only aquarter or atenth of this.
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CACHERISMCO

Asin other contexts in Costa Rica, homosexua behaviour in the casa does not affect the sex
worker=sinherent heterosexudity since men from the lower classes do not generally see homosexua
behaviour as determining sexud orientation or identity (Schifter and Madrigd, 1996). Much more
important are distinctions between activity and passvity, and beiween masculinity and femininity. For
them, >homosexuds= are those men who show the characterigtics of the opposite gender, and who
show their desire for other men. Male sex workers in thecasa seethemsel ves as cacher os or >men=
whaose publicliasonsare with women and who display dl the gppropriate characteristics of their gender.

Noé does not consider himself a homosexud because >I am not attracted by men=, Eric defines
himsaf as>100% for the vagina= and Julio fedl sheterosexua because he only fed sattracted towomen.
Mario consders himsdlf bisexud, but he defines this as being aman who likes to penetrate both men
and women; for him, >it isthe same, having sex with awoman or with aman ... the bottom iswhat |

like=

According to Tio, being gay is>fedinglikeawomar=. Therearedifferent degreesof gayness.
Themog extremeisthel oca (>queen= in English) who is>obsessed with being awoman=, but for Tio
being gay isnot synonymouswith being effeminate. What makes him different fran gay men, however,
is that he does not >like other mer=, >1 do not turn to see them in the street, as others do=. Tomas

agress tha cruising other men and rejecting women is what determines homosexudity.

These different perceptions of homosexudity are symptomatic of aparticular gender dynamic.
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People are defined by abehaviour wewill cal cacherismorather than by interna personditiesor sexud
practices. Being recognised as acachero demands apower hierarchy in which, symbolicaly et leest,
themae progtitute remainsin control. For such sex workers, homosexua practices do not make them
gay, homosexua or bisexud, and dthough they usethese words, the meaningsthey givethem differ from
those more commonly used.* Aslong as sexud desireis continued to be shown towards the opposite

=X and behaviour ismasculine at dl times, oneis sill aman.

The casa is located in a margina area of San Jose where other sources of employment are
scarce, and most adult men areunemployed. Inthiscontext, selling your body isone of thefew waysof
ganing earning money and gaining the socid pregtige that comes with this  So long as gender
conventions are preserved, mae sex workers are largely accepted by the communities in which they
live, where gender isdefined primarily through strength and physicality rather than through supposedly

different psychologies.

Mad e sex workers such as those described here are masculine, they play mae sports like pool
and soccer, they get married and they have children. They do not openly question the gender system.
In thisrespect, it isinteresting to observe how other customers of the pool hals nearby, aware of the
fact that these youths work in thecasa, do not discriminate against them or reject themasfriends. This
isnot thesamefor theowner of the brothel, who is seen asal oca for being an exclusve and effeminate

homaosexud. He has not left his home for about seven years, and never talks to neighbours.

In order for cacheros not to be seen as homosexud or bisexud, they must differentiate
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themsdvesfromthear dients. Thisisachieved through dichotomizing sexua behavioursand life projects.

If the cachero is characterized by his youthfulness, focality, masculinity, heterosexudity and
dominance, thelatter istypified by hispassivity, homosexudity, old age, multifocality, and submissonto
the cachero=s desires. These oppositions are not neutra: one has higher vaue than the other.

Cacheros, according to the dominant discourse, are worth more than homosexuds.

Materidism

A young cachero has sex for money. Josétdlsusthat >money ismy only interest=. Heisnot
interested in emotiond relationshipswith men since, ashisfriend Arnoldo states,>women arefor that=.
Neither would have sex if >payment was not involved=, aview aso shared by Mono. None claimed
to fed sexud attraction towards a man, even during their childhood. All of them hed their first sexud
experiences with women, and enjoy sexud relaionshipswith them, not with other men. Clients, onthe
contrary, >want to be told that they are interesting and attractive, but | do not care about therm=, says

Alberto.

Focdity versus multifocdity

Cacherosare unlikely to participate in the Costa Rican gay community. They stay away from
homaosexud bars, clubs, activities, organizations or gay gathering placesfor fear of being recognised or
thought gay. Josg, for example, emphatically denies>having put onefoot inagay bar=. Julio doesnot

like to >greet, recognize or meet clients outside the brothe=. If he is waking on the street and
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recognizes adlient, hetriesto ignore him. Vernol explainsthat he>never greet(s) alocain the street=.
Migud thinksthat it isbest not to be seenin any homaosexud place because >they themsaves (gay men)
begin gossping with others=. Leo told us that when he sees a client, he >crosses the street and
pretends not to see him=. For thoseinterviewed, socidizing outsde the brothel meanshomaosexualizing
themsdves. >My mother knows that | work in thecasa=, says Rodrigo, >but she doesnot likemeto
go to gay parties because | will become like them. Nevertheless, some of the men do visit private
gpartments or houses. Once the client has given a phone number, they can makedates, but only if the

vigt isto a private place and in the context of progtitution.

Temporari

Thetype of cacherismo displayed by the young men interviewed is an activity of youth, and is
usudly short lived. Oncetheindividud gets married, has children or leaves sex work, few would label
him bisexud or homosexud. There are no mae proditutes over the age of 25 in the casaand it is
expected that only afew yearswill be spent in sex work. Thousands of now mature men may therefore
have been earlier involved inthiskind of sex work without anyone having the dightestidea. Monofeds
that >at 25, | am dready considered aveteran=. Arnoldo thinksthat hiswork >istemporary. Onecan
never be old and a progtitute=. Carlosknows many men who used to work in the house, but who have

now totally >abandoned this work=.

Asif to demongrate the trangtory nature of their work, many of the young men have girlfriends,

have lived with awoman or are dready married. Maost have more than one child. Only one of them
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admitted to not having an ongoing relaionship with a woman, though he too has occasiond sexud

relationships with women. Many of their femae partners know about the work they do, or at least
suspect it. Noé admits having told his wife what he does to avoid >somebody €lse coming and telling
her=. Rodrigo's mother knows her sonisacachero, and she laughs about it, dthough shewantshim to
marry. Mono'sgirlfriend waitsfor himin the pool hall next to the brothel. Asheexplains, >She knows
that | do thisfor money and thet | am not being unfaithful=. Whether women know about the activity or
not, cacherosmakeit clear that they havefemde partners. >I cuddle my girlfriend near the pool so that

my friends see me and know that | am not gay=, says Tomas.

Indifference

When they wak into the brothdl, cacher os St down and talk, and casudly greet the customers.
An understood behaviour is not to show a preference for any of them. When Tio was asked if hewas
attracted by any particular client he answered with adefinite >No=. Erick told usthat theclientisthe
onewho chooses, > do not choose=. Rodrigo thinksthe same, having sex with>old, fat, bald, or ugly
clients, does not matter to me=. Noélikesto penetrate hisclientsanaly, >I gick it in anyonewho gives
hisasstome=. Toméasdoesnot have any problem when having ora sex: >Aslong asthey don't bite my

dick, any suckingisgood=. Arnoldo tells usthat he does not reject any of the customers. >Money is

money=.

When a preference for a specid client isfelt, the desreisusualy repressed. Julio tells us that

therearetimeswhen >I like a client more than another ... but | try to avoid this=. When he was asked
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why, he sad >l was afraid of liking him=. The same thing istrue of Migue who confessesthat hehas
never liked men, but with this kind of life he is araid of >homosexudizing mysdf= since prodtitution

becomes habitua and>one could get to likeit=.

Older men

Mogt of theinterviewees admit to preferring men over forty yearsof age. In principle, thismay
be logicd since these are the ones with more money, and many of them have the grestest need to pay
for sex. While some younger gay and bisexua men visit the brothel, workers reported rejecting them.
Jorge told us >I don't like youngsters, | could not have sex with them=. Vernol said that >the young
guys that come here are too effeminate; they are young locas that demand too much and want to be
treated as womer=. Sex workers fed that by having sex with men of their own age they are
>homaosaxudizing=themsdves. Although theyoung dient dso pays, hisyouthfulnessblursthe boundary
between progtitution and homosexudity. In order to be a cachero, there hasto be a hierarchy and
vishle power differences. An older man has less power because he has lost his youth and >hasto

pay=, says Herson. Between two young men, thiskind of difference does not exis.

SEXUAL PRACTICES

There was no consensus among interviewees regarding the practices that were possible, and
those that are not. Most claimed that they never dlow themsdlves to be fucked, and that thisis what

differentiates them from their clients. Vernol stated he had >ahugedick = and that clientswould >de=
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for him to fuck them, or >let them suck me=. >Few of them can take me, and sometimes| spend half
an hour trying to shove it in. But when | get it in, they cry with happiness ... They need to be very
macho to endure such abig dick. | couldn't.= Tomasaso considersthat heisaman because>| don't
give my butt to any gay. If they want adick, they cangetital. Itisgrossfor meto suck, and | would
never let them fuck me=. Mono thinksinasmilar way. >Homosexuas=, he says>likeand sex. Not

me, never.=

Another illugration of power differentias in the sex work context linksto violence and cruelty.
Someworkerssaid they enjoyed hitting and hurting clients, humiliating themin many ways. Vernol likes
to dap hisclientswhen hefucksthem. Bryan makeshiscustomerssuck him, scratchestheir backs,and

when least expected, >1 hit themwith awhip=. Rodrigo forces customers to beg him to touch them.

Cacherosrardy admit to participatingin ord sex. Mogt of them say that it isther clients” desire
to fellate them that helps them have an erection. The casa=s owner said thet in his experience what
>hooks= some otherwise heterosexud men on male progtitution isthe quality of ord sex dientsprovide.
>\Women do not know how to suck, and the youngsters go crazy with the clients= expertise on this

fidd=, he said.

Kissing s out of the question. Noé says that he >feds like vomiting when he has to kiss a
dient=. Migud says he never kisses aclient on the mouth. >I let them kiss my neck or my legs, but
never my mouth ..= Herson says the same >I'm not the kind who likes kissng aman=. Semenis,

however, lessof aproblem. Since masturbation isavery common practice, sex workers do not worry
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about getting semen on their hands, or with wiping away adient=ssemen. Neither doesit bother them
togaculatein aclient=s mouth. Intervieweesreported generdly usng condomswith their clients. Most
sad that they would never have penetrative sex without one. Thiswasnot the casewith femae partners
or wives. >| never use the condom with my wife. She does not know what | do in the street, and it
would worry her=, says Marco. The samething istrue for Mono >My lover isvery hot, and soam .
Sometimes | come from fucking three men and shewants sex. She does not like meto stick it with the

condom. She says she likes the shape of my dick=.

Thereare other differencestoo when having sex withwomen. With agirl, saysMigud, >oneis
more tender and delicate=. Noéfedsthat women only want men to fuck them in the vagina, and they
do not likeanything else=. V ernol agreed, >Only oncedid | fuck my girlfriend uptheass. Shesaid that
she wanted to know how homosexuas had sex. But shenever let medoit again ... she said it was not

naturak=. Arnoldo had asked his girlfriend to let him do it, >but she said it is not normal=.

Ord sex was not very common with women either. Few of the interviewees said thet their
femae partnersfelated them. >Women do not know how to suck=, ssid Miguel. Rodrigo agreed that
women do not >have experience=. Y et, the cacheros did not have any problem giving ord sex to their
femde partners. Julio says that he likes to suck his girl friend=scunt and >to lick it dl=. He would
never dothiswithaclient. Thesamewastrueof Vernol who>useshis tongue before sticking my cack

in. When she screams that she wantsit ... then the whole thing goes-=.

It was not only sexud practices thet differentiate relations with clients from relations with
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girlfriendsand wives. Language (or lack of it) isdsoimportant. Paid sex normdly occursinslence. >I
do not liketo talk because | lose concentration=, said Augusto. César believed that if clientsask himto
say nice things to them, his erection will >go down= immediately. Vernol does not want >to hear
anything from the diert=. Thisis especidly trueif the dient >is effeminate because (then) | fed | am
with awoman=. Tomas finds that he likes to tell >dirty things= to women, but >nat to my dients=.
Rodrigo confesses that he prefers >not to say asingle word after agreeingtheprice=. For acachero,
talking with dients while having sex is either an obstacle to fantasizing about women, or an intolerable

emotiona bond.

CONTRADICTIONS

A s=ries of factors work againg cacherismo. These thresten the self definition of cacheros

and the socid relations that distinguish sex workers and dients.

Pleasure

Theoreticaly, sex workers seek only money in their relationswith clients. In order to have an
erection with aman, most of them said that they closed their eyesand fantasized about having sex witha
woman. Herson says heimagines heiswith awoman and concentrateson this. Otherwise>everything
isadisaster=. Inspiteof these difficulties, somehavelearned to enjoy sex with men and to changetheir
way of thinking. One of these was Nogé, an dttractive bricklayer and soccer referee. He saysthat he

began because>afriendinvited meto cometothecasa. Never before had he>even thought of making
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it with amar=. Although thefirgt time he had sex with aman hefelt >dirty and ashamed=, littleby little
he has changed hisway of thinking. >I haveto be honest with you. Thereisnothing so ddliciousasto
stick your dick into abutt. When women lubricate, they open so much that you dorrt fed anything,
while a butt gets tighter and it feds more=. Mono agreed with this by saying that in some ways
homosexud sex is more enjoyable. >Women are like an endless hole, while there are men that are so
closed that one can come much better=. Carlos believed the same. >I do not fed any attraction

towards men, but it is atrue that one fed's better, physicaly spesking, fucking a man thanawomean. =

Ord sexisaso asource of enjoyment. Thefact that girlfriends, wives or lovers do not want to
practice it, make some sex workers enjoy it more with their clients. Some of them fed so randy that
when no clients show up, as was the case or Marco, > jerk off thinking about the way this client
usudly sucks=. Othersreported sometimesfellating one another when no customers show up, because

>you begin to missit=.

Peasure therefore poses a major threat to a predominantly heterosexua identity. Rodrigo
sated that he has cometo like sex with some clients so much that he is becoming homosexud. Carlos
aso admitted to something of acrisisbecause now he does not enjoy sex with hiswife ashedid before.

Tomas has cut down having sex with women since he got into >orgies with men. Imagine having
someone sucking you in the front and in the back, and another one pinching you al over your body=.

And Migud thinksthat progtitution has made >the gay (dl) men have insgde= come out.

Vernal'srelationswith men hadput himin Stuationswheretheline between heterosexudity and

agosto 25, 2002



14

homosexudity wasblurred. He described having been invited back by onegay man, and to hissurprise,
the man had dso invited aleshian friend and her partner. The>morefeminine= lesbian took off her bra
andjumped into bed. Hisclient asked VVernol to fuck her whilethe more masculinelesbian>wanted to
fuck mewith avibrator=. >I refused this= hesaid >but | had to fuck the prettiest dykefirst and then the
other one let me do it to her too. | took turnswith one or the other while the guy waswaiting for meto
fuck him, and only comein him=. Vernol recalled having had >agrest time, it was crazy sex that night.
| don't even know who was taking me=. >| hope this does not mean that | will become gay=, he

concluded. But these orgies >confuse me=.

Money and Drugs

Another factor that threastens cacherismois an over dependence on the money that sex work
can bring. Many young men confessed that they did not know what they spent their money on, and that
itislikeadrug for them. Ricardo said>I get sexudly excited just by thinking about the five-thousand
colones hill thet 1 will eern=. Julio said that he never thinks a man with money is ugly, the >money
makes them look more attractive=. Mono admitsthat he earns hundreds of thousands of colones, but
helosesit asquickly on gambling, which isone of hiswesknesses. Arnoldo confessesthat he never has
enough money to buy thethings helikes, and buying those thingsis>as ddliciousor moredeliciousthan
sx. When | buy ashirt | like, it=sredly pleasurable=. Noédid not know where he had spent all the
money he had earned: >It's like water, it goes out of my hands without my even redizing it=.

Money can aso be used to buy acohol and other drugs. Only oneinterviewee stated that he

had never taken crack. Most smoked marihuanaand drank alot of alcohol. Arnoldo admitted having
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sold his mother=s clothesin order to buy crack. Mono said that the firgt thing that came to hismind
when hewaspaid for theinterview wasto go and>smokethe money=. Noé said the same, and added
that he cannot quit. Hetook the food away from his children >to buy drugs=. Herson believesthat he
is not totally hooked by crack, though he knows he>cannot quit=. Rodrigo believed that he >was not

going to be trapped=, but > am dready into it=.

Theneedto buy drugscanresult in cacherosproviding sexud servicesthat run contrary to their
sdf identities. Noéisawarethat because of drugs, >he hasgiven hisbutt and (even) lived withaman-.
Augusto admitted the samething: >(sometimes) | need drugs so much, that | do whatever isnecessary,
even suck and let mysdlf be fucked by a man=. Arnoldo said he has not gone into that yet, but he
knows that >many of them give their butts in order to buy drugs=. Mono laughed about one of his
workmateswho got involved with aclient that only likesto penetrate. He got>ten thousand coloneshe

would not have earned if it didret let the guy fuck him=.

Some cacheros establish relaionships with gay men in order to have a better life or to buy
drugs. Tomassaid that he once went to livewith aman in order to have the luxury hewanted. >People
began to cdl me gay, and to say that | had become aloca, but asthey are not giving meany economic
support, | do not care=. Rodrigo felt the same: >I want to stop being poor and | want to havewhat |

desre. If aguy comesand givesthat to me, | am willing to go and live with him.=

A need for money and drugs therefore changes the sexua geography of cacherismo and its

temporality. Someyoung men begintowork in gay saunasto earn more money; othersgoto parksand
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even to gay barsto hook someone. A few establish more lasting relationships with regular clients, and

some may divorce and abandon their children.

Romantic love

Thedividing line between homosexudity and cacherismoisromantic love. Cacheros should
not lovether clients, nor should they establish emotiond rel ationshipswith them. Relaionshipsshould be
seen, by clientsand friends, as abusinessin which one party sdllsand the other onebuys. Yet, thereis
evidence that popular sector discourses of sex and sexudity are becoming more flexible in their

treatment of love between men.

Inpopular and margina sectorsin CostaRica, loveisgenerdly expressed by thethingsthat one
person iswilling to do for another. The ideathat two people in love have some kind of psychologica
bond or more >profound communication= belongs to the middle rather than the lower classes. The
bdlief that men and women are psychologicdly different isaso more common among the middle dasses.

For poorer people, men and women smply do different thingsa homeard at work, they do not have
different psychologicd >mentdities=. Both haveto find waysto survivein aworld of scarcity, and that
iswhy their bodies, not their minds, have to find waysto do so. Loveis expressed through the care

they show for each other (Schifter, 1989).
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But love is dso something of a drug, justifying anything thet is done on its behdf, including
choosing the wrong gender (Scott, 1978). Jorge considers that love is>the most wonderful thing on
earth= a>crazy thing whereyou loose control and does not care who you get involved with=. Whenhe
is asked about how he redlizes that he loves another person, he says that he feds >passiorF,
>0bsession= and that he>cannot stop thinking about her and doing thingsfor her=. Alberto agr essthat
loveerasesany >londiness= and >forgives= any falure. Arnoldo believesthat whenoneisinlove, one
>does things that would not do otherwise=. Mono believesthat |love>overcomes any obstacle=, and
forgives>any fdl=. When oneloves, he says, >oneforgivesanything and onecanevenfdl inlovewith

ancther marr.

When respondents were asked how they expresstheir love, the answer was clear: through the
things they did for the other person. Arnoldo buys chocolates for his girlfriend. Noé cuddles and
caresss his wife. José cleans the house to show his lover that he loves her.  Augusto goes to the
supermarket >every oncein awhile=. Pedro brings hiswife a cup of coffee. Vernol doesit through

sex: >| show her that | love her with good sex=.

When passion is over, areationship begins. Passion is subgtituted by caring for each other
(Johnson, 1983). In the case of the cacheroswho are used to experiencing love through the care thet
two people give one another, and less through communication about intimate issues or traumas,

Hollywood style, it isnot difficult to fal in love with another man for whom they do not fed any passon.

Tomasisaware of thiswhen he said usthat the man that supports him trested him >so well and

agosto 25, 2002



18

with so much tenderness= that he is >enchanted= by this rdationship. The same happensto Rodrigo
who fdt like >dying= when a dlient that supported him abandoned him to go with another man. Noé
haslived with another man for seven years, and when hewas asked if he loved thisman, he said>Y es=.
Jeffrey confessed that he could fdl in love with aman >that would bewilling to give megood clothing

and other kinds of things=.

Because cacheros belong to asocid classin which loveis not characterized by psychobgica
complementarity, they are more vulnerable to faling in love with someone who helps them survive and
cope with the >burden of life=, as Marco put it, independently if this person isaman or awoman.
When aclient appears who can establish arelationship with one of these men, thisiswhen cacherismo
receivesitsworsethreet, and thisiswhen the dividing line between sex asabusiness and homaosexudity

vanishes completely.

AIDS

Cacheros arevery aware of AIDS. When they were asked about sourcesof tranamisson, they
al replied that ana sex without acondom posed the greatest risk. They aso showed sophidticationin
pointing to thelack of consensus among scientists about the dangers of ord sex, and of passvity versus
activity in and sex.. Greater awareness about AIDS was shared by clients, some of whom have
changed their >likes=, asNoésays. Asaresult, active ana sex seemed lessin demand: >Most clients

only want usto >jack them off=>, according to Arnoldo.
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Oneof theimpacts of AIDS, has been an apparent homogenization of sexud practice between
cacheros and dients. >Nowadays, with al this masturbation it is not possble to tell who is active or
passive=, saysLuis. >Before, thecachero=, says Noé, >wasthe onewho fucked agay man, but now,

... | don't know ...= A few cacherosfed that their activeroleisevaporating: >I liketo fuck, but | do
not do it here very often because | am afraid of tranamitting a disease to my wife=, saysMarco. >The
truth is that you do not know who is active and who is passve anymore=, he concludes. Whilethe
demand for receptive anal sex has decreased, the demand for insertive sex has gone up (because clients
think it issafer), and some clientstry to take sex workers away from the brothel to livewiththem so as
>to have only one person fucking them=, saysVernol. A few clientsarewilling to pay morein order to
have the >safety of having aloyd partner=, hesays. They ask for AIDStests, or for themanto go and
live with them, in order to >be safe=, says Tomés. The chance of finding an older manwho will pay for
their studies, support them, give them lodging and friendship has increased. José described a friend,
Egteban, who met an American who >took him to Miami and now he comes back with alot of money
and (is) living agreet life=. Augusto waseconomicaly supported by a>gay=who hasgiven him a>life
of a king= in exchange for sax: >My partner does not care if | have sex with my girlfriend, he just

prohibits me from having sex with other mere.

Thisnew demand for more permanent relationships has agreat impact on thecacheros. Some
try to fool their neighbours by saying, as Alberto did, >I livewith my unde=. Otherscontinuedtolive
with womenin order to hidether maelovers. Most problematic of al isthefact that their relationships
with men takethem out of their communities, expose them to be seen by others, involvetheminthegay

community and turn them into >homosexuas=, the cachero’s most feared sigma..
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Lila

One of the most important actorsin the casaisits owner, an effeminate gay man of about 50
years of age, who has been in jal for proditution. Lila, as he is known in the brothd, lives off
progtitution. For every sexud rdation in the casa, he charges 1,000 to 2,000 colones for the room.
For years, his business has been to recruit young men from the streets, pool hals, parks, toilets and
amusement parks. Now he does not go out, young men are brought by their friends or by dlients

needing a placeto have sex.

Recruitment is based on physica beauty. Lila does not look for any sgnd that the boy is
interested in progtitution. Heinvites him to thecasa (or the boy is brought by others) and >tests= them
to seewhat shapethey arein. Clients prefer youngsterswith big penises, but thisisnot the only criterion
for acceptance. Someareextremdy beautiful and thisisenough. Recruitment takes place primarily from
aress where the population has more Spanish thanmestizo characteristics Since, in Lila=s view boys
from very margind areas, with many Centra American immigrants, are not attractive to his clients.
Y oung men are recruited at varying ages. Tomés, for example, was taken to the brothel by afriend
when he was only 10 years old. Lila taught him ora sex and kept him doing this until he turned 14,
when he began to penetrate his clients. Mono arrived there a 14 years, and has Stayed for dmost 7
years. Otherswork part-timewhen they are dlill living with their parentsand other rdaives. Thereare

some mothers, like Rodrigo's, who take the boysto the brothel, and there are a so brothersthat recruit
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one another.

The young boy arrives without reglly knowing what will happen. The first sexud experience
with a man may be shocking, but rone of them said that it had been atrauma. In many cases, the
reason given for thiswasther prior heterosexud initiation. When asked to talk about thelr first sexua
experience, most reported it having been with amuch older women. Mono, for example, was seduced
by a cousn who was 20 years older than him. The same thing had happened to Noé, whose first
experience waswith afemdefriend of hismother. Hewasonly 13, and thewoman invited him to have
some coffee, and after sometime, >shetook off the dress and asked meto go down on her and suck
her=. Herson was initiated at the age of deven by a 15 year-old. Sheinvited him to her house and
>took off her clothes=. For him, the experience was a surprise because>I did not know whet avagina
was=. Nevertheless, they had sex and continued to do so for severd years. Carloswasinitiated by a
progtitute who was much older than hewas. Hisfriendstook him to see her practically by force when

he was 12.

If we compare these sexua experiences with those Lila promotes, we do not see a greet
difference, gpart from the gender of the initiators. Many of these young men, according to some
>moderre criteria, were sexudly abused, both by men and women. They wereinitiated into sex at a
very early age by tricksand fase means. However, from theinterviews, it cannot beinferred that there
isany lagting hodtility towards the men or the women who abused them. The fear they fdlt, and even
their shock of seeing sexud organsthey had never seen before, isrecognized. Y €, thereisno persona

recognition of abuse. When past events were talked about, they were related in such away as to
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suggest that respondents were recaling the best times of their lives.

This could explain why so few show any resentment about Lila having introduced them to sex
work. Contrary to expectation, there were no fedlings of revulsion towards him. Instead, there was
much apparent gratitude because of the protection offered, thefact that helendsthem moneyanddlows
them to Say in hishouse when they are kicked out of their homes. >For me, Lilaislikeamother=, said
Mono. >I did not have anywhereto live, and Lilagave me ahome for seven years=. Hersonfedlsthe
same >l never knew my parents because | was raised by my grandparents. Lila has been my father
and my mother=. Otherswho have never lived with Liladso fed lovefor him: >That locaistheonly
person | can count on when | need help=. Theyoung menwereaso awarethat Liladoesnot likethem
to do drugs. He does not provide them and only tolerates them because > cannot do anything to stop

thenr.

Snce Lilaislike afather-mother for those cacheroswho do not have support at home and/or
who come from poor families, some start to see homosexudlity in afavourableway. A few, like Nog,
see homosexuas as hard working and creative. Mono doesnot likelocas, but fedls accepting towards
more masculine gays, and he consders them >my friends=. Rodrigo saysthat he cannot stand people
mocking gays >l tell them that one should not talk bad about anyone because one never knows what
could be his punishment=. Therdatively cordid environment of the casa enablesthereto be adegree
of intimacy between cacheros and clients. In contrast to saunas in Costa Rica where sex workers
rardy tak to their clients before or after sex, Lilas house is a place where jokes are told and where

both minorities share their common problems. > have been impressed by hearing what gays haveto

agosto 25, 2002



23

undergo just because they were effeminate when they were children. 1 never imagined such abig
pressure=, satesMono. Theliving roomin thebrothe, in contrast to the roomswhere sexud relations

are held, is a gpace for conversation and relaxation within the prevailing culture of cacherisma

COMPARTMENTALIZATION

One of the things that immediately attracts atention on entering the casaisitsdirtiness. Lila
breeds dogs, and as he does not have a backyard. The smell and the excrement are too strong to
ignore. The cacherosare aware that the place is not attractive and that as a result they lose dients.
Y &, they step on the excrement asif it doesnot exist. Thismay lead usto think that the boysare dirty,
but they are not; they are both well- dressed and attractive. Their indifference towards the excrement

around is a symptom of something beyond carelessness which we will cal compartmentalization.

When theinterview transcriptswere read, and what the boys said was compared with what they
did, it is tempting to conclude thet they are lying. There is evidence, for example, that their sexud
practices are very different from those dictated by the dominant discourse of cacherismo. Itisevident
that condoms are not dways used in the brothel. Liladoes not provide the boyswith condoms, and use
isinconsgtent. Few condoms were evident in the rooms or in the garbage cans. Some interviewees
said they used them, but othersdid not. Others admitted that either they, or their clients, do not liketo

use them.

Another contradiction has to do with sexua practices. A substantial rumber of respondents
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practised both insertive and receptive sex. Very few said they enjoyed the latter, but those who were
more honest recognized that only afew who work in the casa>do not givether butt=. That iswhy the
satement that cacheros areonly activeisuntrue. Theneed for money, drugsor even love, leadstodl
kinds of practices and risks.

Some of the sex workers al'so had serious problems with crack use. It was not accurate, as
some said, that they can control their drug consumption and that they do not sted or commit crimes.
Whentheinformation Lilaprovided was compared with that from cacher osthemsdves, it becamecdlear

that many of the latter had dready had problems with the law, and some had beeninjail.

These, and many other narratives could be considered>lies=. Josétdlsusthat he hasonly had
sex with threemenin dl hislife, whereas Lila saysthat thisishisdaily score. Mono told usthat hewas
23 one day, 25 the next and 27 the next. Noé says he has never been penetrated, but other clients say
hehas. Ingtead of andysing these narratives as>lies=, it isbetter to seethem as compartmentalisations;
thet is, different ways of viewing things that are established when there is no possbility of living

otherwise with conflicts and contradicting pressures.

Cacherossuch asthose described here, have learned adiscourse that protectsthem, in theory,
from being stigmatized as homosexuas. The rules of the game in this discourse are known and
supported by them. Yet, socia pressures often sabotage these norms. The line that divides sexud
commerce from homosexudlity isvery thin. That iswhy, in order to remain perceived ascacher os, they
have to separate off the contradictions and exceptionsto therules. Thisiswhat compartmentalization

achieves, aset of menta >compartments= that do not link easily to one another.
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The young men know very wdl that when they go through the door of the brothel they >are
transformed into another thing=, says Arnoldo. This means that they have to be very different inthe
street from what they are in the casa. Inthebrothd, they are men that have sex with men; inthe street,
they are lovers, boyfriends, and fathers. Jorge feds that >I have severd persondities; thereare many
Jorges out there=. Migud does not understand >why | am one thing in my home, and ancther in the

street=. Carlos knows that >nobody redly knows how | am, not even my wife=.

Theeffectsof compartmentdization areadso reflected inlanguage. Cacher ostak onelanguage

inthe brathel, and another oneoutside. Rodrigo saysthat ingde, they speek in a>morefeminine= way.
This means that they can talk about emotiond things that they would never discuss in the pool hall.

They like to imitate Lila, and >move= like locas. Inthe street, says Vernol, >one walks more like a

macho, speaks tougher, does not accept anything from anybody=.

Cacherismo and compartmentdization

While it isimpossible to know where cacherismo originated, it has long been there in Costa
Rica It dill exdsin jailsand agricultura zones where women are largdly absent, and dmost certainly
predates urbanization and indudtridization. Lila is over 50 years old and remembers that he had
relationships with cacheroswhen hewasahboy. Prior to the Second World War, CostaRicawasa
small, agriculturd and poor country. Men had to marry and support their families and women were

supposed to be virgins until they got married. It took time to achieve the independence from home to
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get married. Marital postponement could have been one factor motivating sexua practice among men.
The cachero inditution may have emerged so that men could have sexud experiences with other men
without being perceived as homosexud. Nevertheless, factors such as the ones desribed, are
beginning to chalenge the dominance of thisdiscourse. Increasingly, thecacher osarefacing something

of an identity criss.

HIV PREVENTION

Theyoung men interviewed have good knowledge of AIDS prevention and safer sex. All were
aware of the dangers of AIDS and the need to use condoms. Some aso aso knew friends who had
died of AIDS. Nevertheless, condoms are not dways used and AIDS remained adistant threat. >Thare
are (more everyday) problems of surviva that concern me=, said Miguel ad >AIDSisnot themgor
one. | need to edt firs=. It wasnot Lila=sworst fear either, > am aways afraid of the police and of
spending my last daysin prisorr, he says. When asked why he did not provide condoms he replied:
>Well, clients do not like them. If they did, they would bring them. | only charge for the room and

cannot afford to lose clients over this.=

As a non-governmental organisation working in the field of sexua and reproductive hedth,
ILPES had amora responsibility to do somethingabout HIV infection. One possibility might have been
to inform the police. Thiswould have had little impact since there are dozens of othercasas in San José
where these young men could go. Evenif dl of these could be closed, many young men would turn to

the streets and disappear from sight.
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Since we were not going to wait for Lilaor the young men to change their minds about the use
of condoms, ILPES opted to providethem free. Lilaagreed to give oneto each worker eeach timehe
had sex with a dient. Condoms started being used more frequently. >If thereisacondom available, |
inggt on using it with everyone, said Enrique. >Now that Lilagivesmeacondom, | useitwhen| fuck a
client, said Luis. Notwithstanding this success, not dl cacher os protect themselves. Mono recognizes
that some clients do not like them and that it takes too much time to convince them. >1 can negotiate,

but many of the young boys here can hardly tak @he said.

Severd factors are directly relevant to the use of condomsinthecasa. Crack and acohol use
isoneof them. Somecacheros loosetheir capacity to communicate and negotiate when they are under
the influence. >Y esterday | smoked so much crack that | don=t remember anything | did. | could have
had sex with four clientsbut | don=t recal anything=, says Mario. Mono recognizes that hewill now do
>anything for 5,000 colones to buy crack. Another barrier to condom use is intimacy. Cacheros
distinguish between paid and romantic sex by whether or not acondom isused. Somemen arewillingto
protect themsalves with clients but not with mae or femae lovers.>When | aminlovewith awoman, |
never use acondom. | must express| trust her=, Enriquetold us. >If aman supportsmeand lovesme,
I show him my love and confidence. He expects me to protect him by having sex only with him=,

argues David. Loveisthen expressed through trust, fidelity and lack of protection.

Lack of soliderity is a further obstacle. Cacheros do not see each other as members of a

community. >Here everyone is on his own,= remarked Luis. Mono thinksthat everyoneisa potentia
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competitor. Carlos believes that >If there were not those who would give in to having sex without a
condom, we could force clientsto use them. But | get very upset when | know that such and such gave
in to being fucked without a condom.= Arnoldo aso thinks that those sex workers who have sex
without acondom >force us to do the same.=

Compartmentaization aso affects the capacity to practice safer sex. The fact that some of the
boys live in different >worlds= which demand contradictory behaviours makes them especidly
vulnerable to the unintended effects of some nationa AIDS efforts. The nationa AIDS campaign in
CogtaRica, for example, hastargeted mainly heterosexudshby promating fiddity and marriage. Thegay
community=s campaign on the other hand has emphasized condom use. No one has addressed issues
of prevention in the context of male sex work. When these young men learn about AIDS, they do soin
the context of either heterasexudity or homaosexudity, and not from a cachero perspective. Asa
result, they use different messagesin different contexts. Mario, for example, usescondomswhen having
sex with men, but when engaging in heterosexud raions>| don=t use condoms. | follow the message
of fiddity.= Carlos does the same: >| amfaithful to my girlfriend. | don=t have sex with other women. |
dorrt need to protect mysalf.= Preventive behaviour obeys then the same compartmentalization thet

rulesthar lives

One possble solution to these chdlenges lies in bresking down some of the mentd
>compartments= through which cacher oslivetheir lives. Maybethiscan be achieved through thekind
of community building strategy that is now undeway. With the support of the Embassy of the
Netherlandsin Costa Rica, ILPES isworking to establish aloca pool hal for cacherosto meet, hang

out, and learn more about hedth issues. It isintended to recruit old cacheros as role modds to talk
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about AIDS and drug prevention. Educationa videos will be aso be shown and more individudly
oriented prevention programmes started. Eva uation will show whether theserddively innovative efforts

contribute to the kinds of harm reduction that it is hoped to achieve.
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FOOTNOTES

1 The study described here was conducted by Jacobo Schifter and colleagues at ILPES in Costa

Rica. The chapter was prepared by Jacobo Schifter and Peter Aggleton.

2. This fieldwork associated with this study was conducted in collaboration of Antonio
Bustamente, aresearcher with much experience working with cacherismoin Centrd American
prisons.* Bustamante madetheinitial contacts and prepared theway for the fiel dwork reported

here.

3. Cacheroisaword that does not have aclear trandationinto English. The closest counterpart
would be >top-mar=. Cacheros are not considered homosexuas or bisexuds, but

heterosexua s who have sex with other men because of money or lack of women.

4, For example, for cacheros sodomy is not and penetration, but masturbation. Likewise a

=gay=is not a homosexua man that has come out of the closet, but aloca or >queen=.
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