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Prostitution, also known as the “oldest profession,” has proliferated in urban landscapes for centuries. Historically, the city has been the perfect place for prostitution to flourish, as large populations, differing social conditions, and distinct spatial situations allow prostitutes, their clients, and capital to encounter each other regularly. Given the complicated nature of the subject, historians have approached studying urban prostitution in a variety of ways. For example, some focus on prostitution simply as an economic activity, as a consistent form of labor and capital accumulation. Others maintain that prostitution should be examined using a gendered approach to history, uncovering how masculinity and femininity play a role in how it works. Still others focus on the role of city texts and spaces themselves and how they affect the way prostitution plays out. In all, a dizzying number of approaches to the subject can be seen.

Delving into some of the most important contemporary literature on urban prostitution, this paper outlines the different ways in which historians have approached the topic in specific city settings. For example, the chosen works will deal with such discrete cities as colonial Nairobi, New York, Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and London. It is important to note that although each author deals with very different cities, the authors’ geographic subject matter is not of the utmost importance. Because prostitution seems to be an urban phenomenon that each city encounters, the investigation of prostitution within these cities can be grouped together and analyzed. For this reason I have organized the literature thematically, as each book deals with prostitution or forms of regulation of prostitution. Throughout I will describe the differing approaches that the authors take and analyze their contributions to the field, as well as identify the similarities and differences between the approaches. In all, the differing approaches that historians take in studying urban prostitution are key to gaining a nuanced understanding of a social, economic, and political phenomenon that has existed in cities for centuries.  


In The Comforts of Home: Prostitution in Colonial Nairobi, Louise White attempts to “contradict prevailing notions about the place of prostitution…in capitalist societies.”
 In so doing, White argues that historians must approach and study urban prostitution in its most traditional form: as a mode of labor. Putting her position in the most frank manner, White comments, “It is sex and money that interests me here.”
 Indeed, she makes it clear that prostitution was one of the most “reliable means of capital accumulation,” not just in Nairobi, but in cities all around the world.
 In this way White assumes that prostitution fits well into an urban society as it is linked to industrial capitalism and entrepreneurship.


In arguing for her approach of prostitution as a form of labor, White focuses on prostitutes and their actions in British occupied Nairobi from 1899 to the mid-nineteen sixties. Basing the bulk of her work around oral histories of former prostitutes and women who knew prostitutes in Nairobi, she reconstructs the different forms of prostitution that existed during those time periods and how those forms changed over the years as the prostitutes adapted to the changing urban environment. White argues that the three forms of prostitution that existed in the city, watembezi, malaya, and wazi-wazi, were based on nothing more than earning money for one reason or another.
 White acknowledges that each woman entered into prostitution for her own personal reasons, which determined which form of prostitution she would assume. For example, those women who practiced watembezi, or streetwalking, were usually motivated to make fast money to send home to their desperate families, while those women who practiced malaya, or home-based prostitution, were motivated to accumulate large amounts of capital for long-term personal gain. Thus, White depicts the prostitutes in Nairobi as normal city workers in search of a job to attain a salary.


White also portrays African prostitutes as private entrepreneurs, essentially adapting their work and their lives to the changing urban environment of Nairobi in order to keep their wages high. For example, White argues that in order to serve Muslim clients, many prostitutes willingly converted to Islam, understanding that these men necessarily had more money to offer.
 She also examines how some malaya prostitutes expanded their availability into the daytime hours to adjust to the changing time schedules of migrant male workers in order “to attract the widest range of Nairobi’s labor force and to maximize their profits.”
 Moreover, prostitutes adopted differing methods to attract native soldiers and foreign POW’s during World War Two.
 In the end, White argues, a prostitute represented “careful planning, a belief in private property, and the manipulation of a form of prostitution: she represented capitalist labor discipline.”


Through White’s economic analysis of prostitution as labor, it is evident that the prostitute becomes the main agent in the urban landscape. At times White makes it appear that the prostitute was able to do just about anything she pleased. She argues that although British colonial officials tried to regulate and constrain prostitution, their efforts basically failed because of the tactics of the prostitutes. Ultimately it seems that the prostitutes and the changing urban environment were the only things regulating prostitution. While White’s labor approach is important in letting the voices of prostitutes be heard, it also proves to be problematic for the same reasons. In focusing on prostitution as labor, White leaves many questions unanswered. For example: how did colonial officials specifically try to deal with prostitutes? What moral issues arose out of prostitution in the city? White alludes to these questions, but makes broad generalizations in attempting to answer them, as her focus is on solely the economics of the situation. Ultimately, her approach to prostitution as a form of labor, although important for uncovering the history of the prostitutes themselves, is limiting at best.

While White’s book approaches urban prostitution from a labor standpoint, Timothy Gilfoyle’s City of Eros: New York City, Prostitution, and the Commercialization of Sex 1790-1920 draws on the idea that prostitution should be analyzed and seen in relation to urban commercial culture and real estate patterns. Focusing on New York City, Gilfoyle argues that prostitution was integrated into “an expanding urban network of commercial enterprise and entertainment.”
 Above all, prostitution was “part of the public culture, structured by the market, organized into institutions, ranging from the brothel to the theater, that guaranteed commercial efficiency, ostentation, and publicity.”
 Thus, Gilfoyle agrees with White in viewing prostitution as an economic issue, but expands on her ideas of labor, arguing that prostitution should not only be seen as part of the economy, but also part of the overall culture of the city.

To argue this point, Gilfoyle attempts to map out the geographies of prostitution in New York City from 1790 to 1920, arguing that prostitution had a “three-part evolution” changing from a secret phenomenon, to a highly-publicized and participatory leisure interest, back to a secret activity.
 Before 1820, Gilfoyle argues, prostitution and the places where it happened were “geographically marginalized and socially isolated,” but by 1820 “prostitution moved from the fringe to the core of city social life.”
 He attributes this growth spurt in prostitution to the development of an urban commercial culture focused on entertainment and money and a “sporting male” subculture, one that was constantly in search of amusement and that viewed sexual promiscuity as exciting.
 This change in the social atmosphere of New York sparked increased demand for prostitution, as bachelors as well as married men participated in amusements. Thus, Gilfoyle argues that this culture was the market demand that drove the production of houses of prostitution. He also makes it clear that prostitution cannot be separated from commercial amusement, as brothels regularly followed entertainment patterns, while spaces such as theaters, concert halls, and masked balls adopted forms of prostitution to attract more people. Essentially, prostitution was intrinsically linked to popular amusements and was a money-making adventure for all involved.

Because of his economic and commercial analysis, Gilfoyle, like White, largely ignores the implications of moral questions against prostitution in his book. While he shows that many anti-vice and social purity campaigns were developed in New York to attempt to curtail commercial sex, he downplays their importance and effects, arguing that “industrial capitalism and urban redevelopment” regulated commercial sex more than purity reformers, as new tenement buildings and garment factories pushed brothels into other places in the city.
 In the end, Gilfoyle claims, prostitution was moved to the margins of the city by the 1920’s not because of reform movements or moral questions, but because of the evolution of capitalism and the construction of skyscrapers, which rendered prostitution less profitable in places that were transformed for formal business.
 Thus, Gilfoyle’s idea of prostitution within the city cannot be separated from capital and the industrial urban environment.

While City of Eros is most interesting in the connections it makes between commerce, culture and prostitution, Gilfoyle’s approach has its drawbacks. For example, by routinely focusing on the “commercial” types of urban prostitution that occurred within brothels, theaters, or concert halls, Gilfoyle overlooks the simplest types of prostitution that streetwalkers carried out. How did this type of prostitution function? Was it tied to market forces and commercial culture as well? Gilfoyle leaves these questions unanswered with his approach. Also, Gilfoyle’s source material proves problematic as well, as it seems to silence the voices of poorer prostitutes who never had a chance of becoming a land owner or a madam. By relying on real estate documents, writings from wealthy madams, and guidebooks to the city, Gilfoyle essentially writes out of history the lower-class prostitutes – the people who might be most important in understanding the evolution of prostitution itself.

Departing significantly from White’s and Gilfoyle’s arguments for an economic view of prostitution is Donna J. Guy’s Sex and Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family and Nation in Argentina. Examining the legalization of prostitution during the late 18th and early 19th centuries, Guy attempts to “integrate gender into Argentine political and economic history by examining the role and image of female prostitution in concepts of work, family, class, and citizenship” in Buenos Aires.
 Thus, going beyond the economics of the situation, Guy argues that taking a gender approach to studying urban prostitution is of utmost importance. In so doing, she examines the gender roles and constructions that the state, municipal authorities, community members, and officials held and how those roles and constructions both perpetuated and regulated prostitution in Buenos Aires. 

Starting from the beginning, Guy does acknowledge that the industrial urban environment and employment in Buenos Aires were the first factors that precipitated the rise in prostitution within the city. Thus, Guy recognizes that prostitution was seen by many women as a viable form of labor and source of income. However, she argues that so many women would not have had to turn to prostitution had it not been for the gender constructions that people held in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As many women migrated to Buenos Aires from the country side, they expected to take jobs within the urban factories. However, the Argentine notion of women’s place in the home as the reproducer of the family consistently held women back. In Buenos Aires, “good women” stayed at home with the family while women who worked outside the home (including prostitutes) were considered “deviant.”
 It was a commonly held belief that women would receive immoral influences outside of the home, threatening the reproduction of the family, which was viewed as the cornerstone of the nation.
 These gender roles prevented women from either attaining a factory job (as many factories would not allow female workers) or receiving a fair wage to provide for their family (as wages were consistently lower for females).
 Ironically, as Guy notes, gendered notions of women’s place in society helped prostitution proliferate because of “the reality that women had to do something to put bread on the table for themselves and their families.”


Further, Guy argues that if gender constructions and the belief in family were ultimately the factors that forced women into urban prostitution, they were also the factors that sparked city-wide debate on and regulation of sexual commerce. For example, examining government documents and writings by popular reformers and physicians, Guy follows the development of city-wide campaigns to stamp out venereal diseases, which were understood to be linked only to female prostitutes.
 These campaigns, favored by the hygientias, or public health physicians, encouraged registration and forced examination of prostitutes for venereal diseases in order to prevent their spread. Guy shows that this type of regulation was specifically gendered because although municipal officials and physicians were aware of male prostitutes, these men were never targeted for inspection or registration and were allowed to go about their business as usual.


Moreover, Guy contends that prostitutes were considered “dangerous women” who threatened the traditional idea of womanliness and family. Because prostitutes put traditional gender ideals to the test, the local authorities had no problem curtailing prostitutes and their civil rights based on the idea that they endangered other women and the concept of the family.
 These curtailments came in the form of licensed bordellos or brothels that were shifted to the marginal spaces of the city, away from other proper females and families and segregated from churches, schools, or busy downtown streets.
 Ultimately, Guy shows that without these distinct gender constructions, prostitution and regulation would most likely have played out much differently in Buenos Aires. 

Much like Donna Guy’s approach to prostitution, in Compromised Positions: Prostitution, Public Health, and Gender Politics in Revolutionary Mexico City, Katherine Elaine Bliss argues that a history of urban prostitution should necessarily consider the aspect of gender. Investigating prostitution and its regulation in Mexico City during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Bliss shows how gendered notions of sexual promiscuity necessarily led to the perpetuation as well as regulation of the industry, which was considered a “necessary evil” within the city.
 While women who were sexually deviant challenged the traditional idea of proper womanhood, the men who frequented the prostitutes were considered to be normal and acting out of traditional male inclinations. In fact, as Bliss notes, frequenting a brothel was somewhat a rite of passage for boys, as it was considered masculine; it made them “men.”
 These gendered notions of acceptable sexual promiscuity were actually what helped perpetuate and increase prostitution. As the city center developed with manufacturing and commerce, the number of male migrants increased, creating an increased demand of sexual commerce, which destitute women were ready to supply for a fee.
 Also, municipal policy-makers saw it to the benefit of the city as a whole to keep prostitution alive as it protected “honorable” women from sexual advances of normal men, thereby preventing crimes such as rape.
 As Bliss argues, had sexual promiscuity been taboo for men as well as women, prostitution may not have flourished as it did in Mexico’s capital. 

Furthermore, much similar to Guy’s findings in Buenos Aires, Bliss asserts that attempts at reforming and regulating prostitution in Mexico City were always in some way tied back to gender concepts. For example, reformers, the state, and civilians in the city all claimed that it was the female prostitute which both spread disease and encouraged sexual promiscuity among good, normal women.
 Thus, regulating sexual commerce to certain parts of the city was almost always based on the idea of a dangerous female rather than the male, who was excused for his actions because he was just “naturally promiscuous.”


While Bliss argues for a gender approach, her analysis goes beyond gender in illustrating that political conditions and nationalism must also be considered when investigating urban prostitution. In fact, beyond the sexual double standard, Bliss elucidates that “the supply of and demand for the services of prostitutes was fostered by revolutionary upheaval itself.”
 Without the changes in government that were taking place in Mexico City throughout the early 20th century, which brought more people to the capital, sexual commerce would have had a much different face. Also, ideas of national development were used in debates over prostitution within Mexico City. As municipal authorities regulated brothels to certain areas of the city, members of these communities argued against this practice by employing ideals of nationalism and foreign concern. These people argued that if the authorities regulated prostitution, thereby making it legal, it would dissuade foreign tourism and reinforce ideas of Mexican inferiority around the world.
 And, as Bliss shows using letters and diaries of the women themselves, prostitutes used similar political ideology to fight back against regulation, claiming that the laws compromised the ideals of the revolution.
 In all, Bliss concludes, prostitutes and the debate over prostitution need to be examined using the intersecting notions of gender, politics, and nationalism within the city.

Taken together, it seems that Bliss and Guy’s gendered approaches to urban prostitution fill in the gaps that are left from studies akin to Gilfoyle and White’s that are merely focused on economics. Both Bliss and Guy acknowledge the economics of the situation as a necessity, but add nuance to their presentation of prostitution by acknowledging the multiplicity of voices and people involved in the activity, whose ideas and actions necessarily affected how urban prostitution worked.

Also gesturing towards the idea of gender is Judith Walkowitz’s City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late Victorian London. However, Walkowitz’s book is significantly different from those previously evaluated. Walkowitz does not create a complete history of prostitution like the previous four authors, but wishes to understand how female prostitution was represented in the city and comprehend how those representations affected both prostitutes and everyday citizens of London. From this, Walkowitz engages in a postmodern discourse analysis of London’s city texts from the late 19th century in order to understand how narratives of sexual danger on prostitutes impacted how those prostitutes and inhabitants of London made sense of their city. Thus, she ultimately argues that it is of utmost importance to approach prostitution by examining representations of prostitutes because these representations affected how prostitution functioned and how gender relations played out in city spaces. 

Walkowitz begins her analysis of representations of prostitution and sexual danger by examining W.T. Stead’s 1885 publication of The Maiden Tribute to Modern Babylon in London’s Pall Mall Gazette. In his text, Stead investigated and documented the traffic of prostitutes throughout London’s “vice emporiums,” where he claimed that women could be bought for as little as five pounds.
 With his article Stead effectively portrayed the dangers that lurked on London’s city streets, especially for prostitutes, who could be duped into an inescapable life of sin in urban brothels. Key to Stead’s discourse, Walkowitz argues, are the gendered notions of “passive, innocent female victims and individual evil men” who bought and sold women.
 

Walkowitz demonstrates how texts like the Maiden Tribute actually brought the idea of prostitution to the forefront of urban dwellers’ minds, making it a central issue to nearly everyone in the city. As she notes, the existence of these narratives “undoubtedly heightened middle-class concern over the emergence of a degenerate and unsupervised urban popular culture” where the prostitute was always central.
 Moreover, these stories served as classic examples of “moral panics,” where city dwellers became increasingly concerned over the state of prostitution in the city and how it related back to them.
 Walkowitz documents that people became so concerned about prostitution and the safety of the city streets that some actually argued to do away with stories like Stead’s, asserting that these articles “actually encouraged the crimes they set out to expose.”
 
Likewise, Walkowitz also shows how narratives of prostitution and sexual danger encouraged new, invigorated responses to the way prostitution had supposedly taken hold of the city. Focusing on narratives of streetwalking and stories of the Jack the Ripper murders that saturated London’s newspapers in 1888, Walkowitz argues that these new stories served to produce repressive regulatory movements against the prostitutes themselves. For example, some upper-class members of the London community, touting ideals of preventing city violence, petitioned the queen to abolish all brothels and monitor all streets for prostitutes within the East End.
 In addition, many ordinary citizens were attracted to social purity campaigns that took to the streets to “repress brothels and streetwalkers.”
 In all, the stories of Jack the Ripper and the newspapers’ intense focus on prostitution seemed to “literalize the moral truth that the wages of sin was death,” reinventing and reinforcing goals of getting rid of prostitutes and the urban disorder that they represented.


Always adding nuance, Walkowitz argues that these narratives also affected the way the prostitution industry worked in London at the time. Drawing again on the Jack the Ripper stories, she claims that prostitutes necessarily reacted in different ways to the representations of both the murders and the working tactics of their colleagues. For example, some prostitutes “left Whitechapel, even the East End, for good,” effectively moving places of sex work to different parts of the city.
 Others applied to work in brothels or worked the streets in groups to protect themselves either from the Ripper or from the common men who took to regulating the boulevards.
 Most interestingly though is the fact that these prostitutes were not necessarily reacting to the murders so much as the representations of prostitutes that were propagated in the mass press. Thus, Walkowitz makes a clear case that these representations were central factors influencing not only the regular citizens, but the prostitutes and the industry in city spaces. 

Offering an entirely different study of prostitution compared to the other works surveyed here is Philip Hubbard’s intensely theoretical work Sex and the City: Geographies of Prostitution in the Urban West. If Judith Walkowitz focuses on how narratives affected prostitution in city spaces, Hubbard’s book elaborates on how these city spaces necessarily affected and still affect the prostitutes themselves. Hubbard, unlike the previous authors, does not focus on prostitution within one certain city, but lumps the urban West together, attempting to show that the dynamics of prostitution “can only be understood in relation to the geographies of Western cities, imbued as they are with complex spatialities of power, desire, and disgust.”
 From here Hubbard argues that one should approach a study of urban prostitution by drawing on ideas of sexuality and spatial analysis. Essentially what Hubbard tries to prove is that prostitution cannot be studied without acknowledging the large role that concrete and imagined space plays in regulating and perpetuating the activity. 

Drawing on a range of secondary works in history, geography, sociology, and urban studies, as well as a small amount ethnographic research in Britain’s Balsall Heath, Hubbard begins his analysis of urban prostitution with the assumption that cities, regardless of their location or cultural make-up, are “inherently and inevitably sexualized.”
 He says that traditional heterosexual values are mapped onto certain sites of the city, which create spaces that can be identified as moral or immoral.
 These spatial mappings serve to both create an idea of normal sexuality and shape the life and work of prostitutes, who, because of these ideas of heterosexuality, are traditionally considered outside of the normal, moral framework of society. Hubbard argues that prostitutes have traditionally been subject to a “range of socio-spatial strategies” that attempt to regulate their visibility because authorities and “normal” people of society wish to reinforce the geographies of heterosexual spaces.
 Thus, countering many of the authors surveyed here, he argues that the regulatory forces had the ultimate goal not of protecting health, politics, or the economy but rather defending the heterosexual, moral spaces of the city. As a result, Hubbard concludes, prostitutes and their work are inevitably most largely affected by the spatialities of the city. 

Hubbard argues that concrete and imagined space plays a role in determining how and where prostitution might take place, as sexual commerce might be seen as more acceptable in certain spaces rather than others. For example, while police have traditionally been charged to enforce vice laws against prostitution, some ignored the act if they understood it as not transgressing the moral or sexual character of a certain city space.
 Hence, prostitution has been viewed as more suitable to some spaces rather than others, allowing it to flourish in these spaces. On the same note, drawing on his personal research in Balsall Heath, Hubbard observes that community protests against prostitution have focused on the idea that prostitution transforms “morally-ordered family space” into immoral space.
 In the end, Hubbard concludes that prostitutes and their work have been regulated and excluded from certain spaces because of a socio-spatial dialectic between different parties who construct “imagined” sites of orderly heterosexuality where the disorderly, devious, and immoral prostitute does not belong.


However, Hubbard contends that these constructed sites of moral heterosexuality are not the only factors that drive how, when, and where prostitutes might conduct their work. Like several of the authors surveyed here, he places much agency with the prostitutes themselves. Drawing on the theoretical work of Michel de Certeau, Hubbard argues that prostitutes use certain spatial tactics, such as hiding in the shadows or near doorways, as forms of resistance to traditional authorities and ideas of heterosexual spaces.
 Through the use of these tactics, prostitutes are able to assume more authority and agency over how and where they conduct their work.

While Hubbard’s work is thoroughly stimulating and engaging, it does have several flaws. First, while his assemblage of sources is indeed impressive, Hubbard rarely draws on any primary research to back up his theories on the sexualizing of space. He time and again relies on other secondary works to prove his points, which severely weakens his argument. Moreover, in the small section where he does draw on his personal research in Balsall Heath, the amount of research presented is insufficient and leaves the reader asking for more examples. However, what seems to be most problematic about Hubbard’s book is his theoretical conclusion about city space and prostitution. Building upon prostitutes’ spatial tactics of resistance, he argues that if prostitutes effectively assert their presence in “moral” city spaces, they will successfully “reterritorialize” urban space and change the immoral status of prostitution to a moral activity.
 This seems far too large of a leap and Hubbard offers no evidence as to how or why this will happen, making his readers question his ultimate conclusions. However, although Hubbard does present some problematic views, his approach to studying prostitution as a spatial phenomenon provides an interesting contrast to the previous studies. His work suggests how urban historians might investigate the subject in the future and improve upon his assertions.

Undoubtedly this is a very brief survey of the existing historical scholarship on urban prostitution. However, taken together, the works that have been explored here illustrate the multitude of approaches that historians may take when examining sexual commerce in the city setting. For example, the works of Louise White and Timothy Gilfoyle approach prostitution as a labor and commercial activity, intrinsically linked to urban industrial capitalism and leisure culture. White and Gilfolye show that prostitution can be seen, at its most basic level, as a means of making money. However, it has been observed that this economic approach can gloss over many important moral questions that undoubtedly revolved around and regulated sexual commerce. Mitigating these gaps are Donna J. Guy and Katherine Bliss’s gendered approaches, which acknowledge prostitution as a money-making activity but uncover more nuanced reasons for the perpetuation and regulation of the activity in the urban setting. Gendered notions of work, womanliness, and sexual promiscuity necessarily affected sexual commerce, Guy and Bliss contend. Employing a much narrower approach, Judith Walkowitz argues for the investigation of representations of prostitutes and sexual danger, which she claims regulated the industry and city space in Victorian London. And, without a doubt, Philip Hubbard’s intensely theoretical spatial approach to the sex industry in the West, although somewhat problematic, provides a completely different way of investigating the phenomenon. While the works sometimes disagree on how to approach a study of urban prostitution, together they demonstrate the complexity of the subject and what scholars must consider when interpreting sexual commerce. It appears that the best study of prostitution might draw on the most important aspects of all of these approaches. What this history of prostitution might look like remains to be seen.
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