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Abstract 

  

This thesis presents a sociological study of the shifting geographies of óthe red-
light areaô in the port cities of Hull (UK) and Rotterdam (Netherlands) at various 
critical juncture between the 1880s-2020s.  Encompassing concerted waves of 
heightened social and urban change in Hull and Rotterdam, the sample period is 
divided into five empirical ótime-chaptersô of analysis.  This includes the climax of 
Industrial urbanisation on the threshold of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
the interwar years of economic recovery, the post-War era of urban reconstruction, 
the heritage years of waterfront regeneration, and the contemporary era of cultural 
placemaking.  Navigating the spatial analysis through these critical chapters in the 
urban biographies of Hull and Rotterdam, I compare the location and relocation of 
óthe red-light areaô in the cities as a shifting geography of female street-based sex 
work that also emphasises shifting perceptions around morality, sexuality and the 
city that differ or are constant between the two cities.  Looking at the primary (e.g., 
known) óred-light areaô in Hull and Rotterdam in each time-chapter, I examine the 
spatial contexts of the sites chronologically to explore the locational significance 
and as a way of understanding how rhythms of social change leave their traces on 
the urban environment.  Exploring patterns of urban transformation through a lens 
of sex work, this study engages with locational actors of urban planning, policy and 
development, and social actors of political, economic, and cultural relations that 
collectively suggest and underpin the moral geographies of the cities under the 
distinct contours of time-and-place.  Drawing on a qualitative mixed methodology 
of archival, visual and walking research, I argue for the spatial significance of óthe 
red-light areaô in processes of urban transformation in an artful, sensate approach 
that also demonstrates a sociological reading of the moral coding of urban space.       
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Preface  
 

 

 

You take delight not in a cityôs seven or seventy wonders,  

but in the answer it gives to a question of yours.  
  

Italo Calvino, 1972.2  

  

 

     The idea for this project came from somewhere in my childhood.  It may seem 

strange for a child to wonder about prostitution; but I didnôt know the actual word 

óprostitutionô let alone what it could mean.  I was just remotely aware of the ladies 

who stood on a certain street in town [in Hull, 1980s] and that when I asked my 

grown-ups what the ladies were doing there I got shushed.  That is until the rainy 

Sunday afternoon I was sitting with Great-Grandad Fred when I was around nine 

years old (we were drawing roses) and I decided to just ask him outright about it 

all.  Fred had a tattoo of a sailor-girl on his forearm which is I think what prompted 

me to ask him.  And when I asked about those ladies in town, Fred smiled gently.  

He said he didnôt know much of them - óthe tomsô, he called them.  I since know 

that this is the local term for female prostitutes which is uttered in a given but not 

unkindly sense.  Though what Fred did know to tell me was words to the effect of:  

 

If yeh ever get lost from yer mam in town, go stand with the toms. 
They wonôt see any harm come to a little oneéand where they are 
thereôll be a bobby [policeman] about. 
 

  

And so from that moment, I thought of óprostitutesô as a site of safety in body and 

space.  But what confused me is that the street they stood in didnôt seem safe for 

them.  It was all dark and old and foggy looking, even in daylight.  It smelled like 

wet cement mixed with wee.  I didnôt like the brutally arched alleyways crumbling 

and covered in moss; they made the street look like a distant land that time and 

tide forgot.  I often wondered why the ladies chose to stand there and not in the 

town centre where there was more light, more life, more people abouté 

 

Fast-forwarding to 2017, I stood amongst the crowds in central Victoria Square on 

the misty new yearôs eve that saw in Hullôs year as UK City of Culture to watch a 

biographical lightshow of Hullôs triumphs and ordeals projected onto the exterior of 

City Hall.3  A recurring theme of the lightshow was, óthis city is ours, it belongs to 

 
2ШfŰƻŔƚŔĤũĲЮ9ŔƣŔĲƚШыΝΦΦΤаШΠΠьбШŸƖŔŊŔŰċũũǃШƓƨĤũŔƚőĲĬШŔŰШfƣċũŔċŰШċƚШxċЮĦŔƣƣČЮŔŰƻŔƚŔĤŔũŔЮыΝΦΤΞьЮШ 
3ШÑőĲШћìĲШċƖĲШcƨũũќШũŔŊőƣƚőŸƽШĤǃШċƖƣŔƚƣШüƚŸũƣШ7ċũŸŊőШŔƚШċƻċŔũċĤũĲШƣŸШƻŔĲƽШċƣШòŸƨÑƨĤĲаШcƨũũШĦŔƣǃШŸŉШĦƨũƣƨƖĲШ
ΞΜΝΤШũŔŊőƣШƚőŸƽШƣŸƽŰШĦĲŰƣƖĲШΝЮΝЮΝΤШы9ƖĲĬŔƣаШ ĬċůШÅĲĲƻĲьЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΞΠƣőШsċŰƨċƖǃШΞΜΞΟѐЮ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S2Sw1F3cdJI&t=544s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S2Sw1F3cdJI&t=544s
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everyone, all of usô.  Amidst the deep feelings of pride I felt for my hometown in 

that moment, a vision of the ladies ï óthe tomsô ï flashed into my mind; an image 

so vivid that the ladies were still óheldô in that decrepit void in the cityôs darkness 

because they were seemingly not allowed in the cityôs light.  And I thought, this city 

belongs to all of us ï does it?  As an adult, it is easier to understand why the ladies 

couldnôt stand in the ólightô in so far as the place for such an adult, sexual process 

cannot be just óanywhereô at all.  But this is what sparked my interest in urban 

sociologies of moral geography ï in the sense of how cities are spatially organised 

(or ordered) to shape who belongs where (and who doesnôt). 

 

The idea of comparatively case studying Hull and Rotterdam also comes from my 

childhood; a time largely spent digging for washed-up pieces of broken pottery on 

the north banks of the Humber.  I liked the blue and white bits best, which mum 

told me were Dutch Delft.  One day, I was walking with grandad along the bank 

when he started waving across the Humber, shouting óHALLO ROTTERDAM!ô, 

and telling me to óWAVE TO OUR SISTER ROTTERDAM!ô  From that day on, 

during my mud-larking missions, I did just that.  I realise now that I was shouting 

óHALLO!ô to the county of Lincolnshire and that when I thought I was waving at the 

port of Rotterdam, I was waving at the south bank brick works.  Nevertheless,  a 

deep sense of familiarity with Rotterdam had instilled in me ï even though it is a 

place I had never been to prior to undertaking this project.  Thus of all the cities I 

could have explored alongside Hull in this project, I proposed Rotterdam to pay 

credence to two cities mirrored across the stretched space of the North Sea grey. 

 

Finally, while this is an urban sociological study through a lens of sex work, I feel it 

is important to stress that the position of this thesis is neither for nor against sex 

work.  I feel that to take one stance over another categorically ï a binary okay/not 

okay ï negates the raw emotions of what sex works means or has meant to each 

individual involved in their millions.  Furthermore, I observe the moral conflict that 

has surrounded the subject of sex work for millennia with upmost respect; that is, 

in a balanced view of the inherent risks of sex work to individuals involved and to 

communities impacted by the presence of óthe red-light areaô.  I aim to articulate 

this not just in words but in my artful use of visual material that conveys the often 

ódarkô connotations of óred-light areasô without inference of the space being a site of 

óimmoralityô.  I note here the absence of presence in many images included in the 

thesis; that is, street scenes minus the sex worker which is to emphasise the 

spatial significance beyond the person, and the legacies left behind.  Such as in 

the following image overleaf that I include here to open the thesis: 
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Fig.0.1., Red umbrella, Land of Green Ginger, Hull (2024, own image).4 

 
4 fŰƣĲƖŰċƣŔŸŰċũШŸƖŊċŰŔƚċƣŔŸŰƚЯШƓƖŸŉĲƚƚŔŸŰċũШĤŸĬŔĲƚШċŰĬШċĬƻŸĦċĦǃШŊƖŸƨƓƚШƓƖŸůŸƣŔŰŊШƣőĲШƚċŉĲƣǃЯШĲƕƨċũŔƣǃШ
ċŰĬШƚŸĦŔċũШŢƨƚƣŔĦĲШŸŉШƚĲǂШƽŸƖťĲƖƚШċĬŸƓƣШƣőĲШƚǃůĤŸũШŸŉШƣőĲШƖĲĬШƨůĤƖĲũũċШƣŸШƖĲƓƖĲƚĲŰƣШƖĲƚŔƚƣċŰĦĲШƣŸШƣőĲШ
ƻŔŸũĲŰĦĲШċŰĬШĬŔƚĦƖŔůŔŰċƣŔŸŰШċŊċŔŰƚƣШƚĲǂШƽŸƖťĲƖƚЮШШÑőĲШƚǃůĤŸũШŸŉШƣőĲШƖĲĬШƨůĤƖĲũũċШƚƣĲůƚШŉƖŸůШƣőĲШΠΦƣőШ
éĲŰŔĦĲШ7ŔĲŰŰċũĲШŸŉШ ƖƣЯШfƣċũǃЯШΞΜΜΝЯШƽőĲƖĲШƚĲǂШƽŸƖťĲƖƚШőĲũĬШƨƓШƖĲĬШƨůĤƖĲũũċƚШŔŰШċШĬĲůŸŰƚƣƖċƣŔŸŰШċŊċŔŰƚƣШ
ŔŰőƨůċŰĲШƽŸƖťŔŰŊШĦŸŰĬŔƣŔŸŰƚШċŰĬШőƨůċŰШƖŔŊőƣƚШƻŔŸũċƣŔŸŰƚЮШШÉĲĲШĲЮŊЮЯШ]ũŸĤċũЮ ĲƣƽŸƖťЮŸŉЮÉĲǂЮìŸƖťЮ
ÂƖŸŢĲĦƣƚЯШƽƽƽЮŰƚƽƓЮŸƖŊбШÅĲĬЮÖůĤƖĲũũċЮ[ƨŰĬЯШƽƽƽЮƖĲĬШƨůĤƖĲũũċŉƨŰĬЮŸƖŊбШ9őċŰŊŔŰŊЮxŔƻĲƚжЮÅĲĬЮ
ÖůĤƖĲũũċЮÂƖŸŢĲĦƣЯШƽƽƽЮĦőċŰŊŔŰŊрũŔƻĲƚЮŸƖŊЮƨťШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝƚƣШsƨũǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 
 

http://www.nswp.org/
http://www.nswp.org/
http://www.nswp.org/
http://www.changing-lives.org.uk/
http://www.changing-lives.org.uk/
http://www.changing-lives.org.uk/
http://www.changing-lives.org.uk/
http://www.changing-lives.org.uk/
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Chapter One  

Introduction  

 
 

 

 

 

Het land vergeet nieté  
Een plek is een poort waardoorheen je door de tijd stapt.  

  

The land does not forgeté  
Place is a doorway through which one steps across time.  

 

Kate Morton, 2018.5  
  

 

 

     We can never truly know in the history of humankind when prostitution was first 

recognised as such; when it was realised that the sexual bodies of certain souls 

minted into currency.  Crucially, sex work can be a freely chosen, liberatory, and 

skilful performative profession that doesnôt bluntly reflect a commodification of the 

body (Chapkis, 1997; Huglstad et al., 2022).  However, I allude to currency here 

because the general idea of what constitutes prostitution is óthe exchange of 

money for sexô (OôNeill, 1997: 10).  And then, in the distant ages where money is 

not in existence, or where óthe coinô is not a definitive part of the exchange in any 

case, sexual transactions that speak of a spiritual or cultural currency are carried 

in the fog of prostitutionôs antiquity (e.g., Sanger, 1858; Bloch, 1912; May, 1934; 

Scott, 1936; Henriques, 1962-3; Bullough and Bullough, 1978, 1987; Bassermann, 

1993; Dylewski and Prokop, 2021).  Still, we can never truly know when the act of 

óprostitutionô came to constitute some form of sexual exchange for some means of 

currency; for as Yuval Noah Harari (2014) writes of humankind in general, ñthere 

were humans long before there was historyò (p. 4). 

 

 
5Ш?ĲЮ?ŸĦőƣĲƖЮƻċŰЮĬĲЮuũŸťťĲŰůċťĲƖШя?ƨƣĦőШĲĬŔƣŔŸŰЯШƣƖЮШsЮШƻċŰШĬĲƖШ~ĲĲƖШċŰĬШìЮШ§ŸƚƣĲŰĬŸƖƓѐШыΞΜΝΥаШΞΡΜьбШÑőĲЮ
9ũŸĦťůċťĲƖѢƚЮ?ċƨŊőƣĲƖШяEŰŊũŔƚőШĲĬŔƣŔŸŰьШыΞΜΝΥаШΞΣΡьЮШ 
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Thus, the truth of prostitutionôs antiquity is for the most part lost to the abyss of 

time.  But it is also a matter of the changing nature and meanings of prostitution 

across the social structures of time and place.  This is in so far as what is (or isnôt) 

deemed to be óan act of prostitutionô in the time-place setting; and whether that be 

through the contemporaneous or retrospective gaze of an individual or a society.  

For instance, the earliest found records of óprostitutionô to date suggest a sacred 

practice of sexual rite which was to worship the Goddess in temples across 

ancient Mesopotamia and the Near East (Sanders et al., 2018: 2; Roberts, 1992).  

On this reckoning, Innana of Venus6 [depicted below], one of the earliest known 

and most venerated deities in the Sumerian pantheon, was óa prostituteô (Roberts, 

1992: 4):  

 

 

 

Fig.1.1., Inanna of Venus (date unknown).7 

 

 
6ШfŰċŰŰċШяũċƣĲƖШfƚőƣċƖбШ ťťċĬŔċŰѐЯШ]ŸĬĬĲƚƚШŸŉШũŸƻĲШċŰĬШƽċƖбШċƚƚŸĦŔċƣĲĬШƽŔƣőШƚĲŰƚƨċũŔƣǃЯШƓƖŸĦƖĲċƣŔŸŰЯШĬŔƻŔŰĲШ
ũċƽЯШƽċƖЯШċŰĬШƓŸũŔƣŔĦċũШƓŸƽĲƖШыƚĲĲШìŸũťƚƣĲŔŰШċŰĬШuƖċůĲƖЯШΝΦΥΟьЮШ 
7ШfůċŊĲШĦŸƨƖƣĲƚǃШŸŉШìŸƖũĬШcŔƚƣŸƖǃШыƚĲĲШƽƽƽЮƽŸƖũĬрőŔƚƣŸƖǃЮŸƖŊоfŰċŰŰċьЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΞƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮ 

http://www.world-history.org/Inanna
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Accordingly, literature charting the origins, the history or the earthly cause of 

prostitution tends to take the scriptural ótruthsô of temple sexual services to mean 

that ósacred prostitutionô led directly to ócommercial prostitutionô (see e.g., Sangar, 

1858, pp.40-1; Bloch, 1912; Scott, 1936; Henriques, 1962, pp.13-8; Bullough and 

Bullough, 1978, pp.19-20; Bassermann, 1993; Dylewski and Prokop, 2021, pp.1-

2).  In essence, this tells us that prostitution (namely female prostitution as the 

historically dominant foci of literature on the subject) is a transhistorical event that 

antithetically evolved from sacred to profane on one long, dusty old road through 

the social world of humankind .  Yet, this causal sequence is highly ambiguous as 

it ultimately rests on retrospective interpretations of sexual transactions in archaic 

states, and on the acceptance of contemporaneous accounts as fact (Lerner, 

1989: 243; Budin, 2008).  As a significant example of how such ambiguity has 

been produced and reproduced in literature on prostitution for centuries, the 

following extract from Herodotusô Histories [c.425 B.C.E] constitutes the Greek 

scholarôs account of the Babylonian temple of Mylitta [Venus] in which he says: 

There is a custom among these people [Babylonians] which is wholly 
shameful.  Every woman born in the country must once in her life go 
and sit in the precinct of Venus and there give herself to an unknown 
man.  A woman who has once taken her seat is not allowed to return 
home until one of the men throws a silver coin in her lapéGangways 
run in every direction for the men to pass along and make their 
choice.  The woman goes with the first man who throws her a coin, 
she is to reject no oneéWhen she has been outside and lain with 
him and so satisfied the Goddess, she can return homeéThe 
handsome women soon manage to get home again.  The ugly ones 
stay a long time until they are chosen and can fulfil the law, some 
have waited three to four years in the precinct.8    
 

A familiar feature in texts along óthe history of prostitutionô bookshelf, translations 

of the above extract may vary but the contexts of óprostitutionô taking place in the 

temple as recorded by Herodotus (I emphasise this because he is widely known 

as óthe father of historyô) are frequently referenced as proof of prostitutionôs path 

from religious to commercial.  By and large, this is based on Herodotusô testimony 

of ósex for coinô, of men passing along in designated zones to select the woman 

 
8 IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎΣ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎΣ ǘǊΦ DŜƻǊƎŜ wŀǿƭƛƴǎƻƴΣ мфмлΥ мΤмлнΦ  
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they can pay to have sex with, and on the absence of bodily autonomy for women 

involved.  But as there are no found ólawsô regulating such practices in the 

surviving scripts of Babylon, it is strongly contended by contemporary scholars of 

women and sexuality in ancient life that Herodotus mistook a cultural sexual ritual 

ï possibly involving Assyrian virginity ï for outright óprostitutionô (Lerner, 1989; 

Budin, 2008; Anagnostou-Laoutides and Charles, 2018). 

 

On balance, Herodotusô claims of the temple cannot be entirely dismissed owing to 

a similar legend of rite de passage appearing in the ancient Mesopotamian Epic of 

Gilgamesh (see tr. George, 2003).  Yet, Herodotusô moral judgement of something 

ówholly shamefulô still leaves in its wake a grey area; not least because he was a 

citizen of the heady Grecian world where órampant prostitutionô was embedded in 

spiritual and societal structures (see Kapparis, 2017).  But furthermore because  

Herodotusô claims constitute an onlookerôs perception of something that we do not 

and cannot have direct sight of all these millennia away.  It is not beyond the 

realms of possibility therefore that Herodotus misread what the practice (whether it 

was a cultural ritual, prostitution, or some design or both) meant to Babylonian 

society.  As the anarchist critic of moralists Emma Goldman wrote in Traffic in 

Women (1910), the Babylonians believed that ñthe generative activity of human 

beings possessed a mysterious and sacred influence in promoting the fertility of 

natureò (p. 180).  Thus, it could be that while the onlooking Herodotus was 

seeming something óshamefulô, the Babylonians within were observing something 

that worked to the nourishment and continuity of society. 

 

Though whether the Babylonians recognised the so-described custom as óan act 

of prostitutionô or not, historians of ancient civilisation have also accused 

Herodotus of deliberately misrepresenting Babylonian life through the highly 

weaponised lens of prostitution as a subject of inherent moral conflict.  Primarily, 

this argument is staked on the grounds that Herodotus has been marked (in his 

own time and since) for falsely representing events with malice; thus the general 

falsehoods in his works renders the account of the temple unreliable at best (Stol, 

1995, pp.123-4).  The account is also found to be simply absurd in the notion that 

all of a society, i.e., encompassing all social rank and under no found law, would 

commit their life-giving daughters to a process of forced prostitution that could, 
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according to Herodotus, take years for óthe uglier onesô to fulfil.  On these grounds, 

it is staked that Herodotus deliberately used and skewed the idea of ótemple 

prostitutionô to accentuate a moral superiority of the Greeks and justify the Greco-

Persian Wars.9 

 

In all however, it is plausible that various forms of temple sexual services existed 

in temples of the near East for ancient Israel to have so vehemently disapproved 

of erotic religion (or the so-called ócults of Venusô) in surrounding societies c.1200 

B.C. (see Eisler, 1995).  Still, if the Babylonians in this example did recognise such 

customs as óprostitutionô, it is fair to say that the meanings said to be imbued in the 

practice (i.e., conceived of the sacred influence of nature) bears no continuity with 

what prostitution ï as the same event by ósex for cashô definition ï generally came 

to mean to human society far beyond Herodotusô gaze:  categorical immorality. 

 

Embedded deep in the broad public imaginary, the perception of prostitution as 

something or someone justéimmoral is found by leading inter-disciplinary 

scholars of sex work to be rooted in the nineteenth-century frameworks of social 

and moral hygiene that we still to some extents relate to and live by today.  For the 

stern Victorian doctrine on female purity and public probity echoes in legal and 

religious frameworks that figured prostitution ï and óthe prostitute womanô ï as a 

wholly deviant, diseased and criminal óOtherô, which continues to underpin 

societyôs visions of social, sexual and moral ónormsô (Walkowitz, 1980; Bell, 1994; 

OôNeill, 1997; Spongberg, 1997; Self, 2003; Laite, 2008).  In essence, as these 

authors concur, when the core societal forces of law, religion, politics and medicine 

were entwined and mobilised down the long nineteenth-century to systematically 

denigrate óthe prostituteô, prostitution was ultimately positioned as a darkness that 

manifests on the outside of societyôs (and a womanôs) moral compass.  And as 

these authors demonstrate through exhaustive evaluations of the co-construction 

of prostitutionôs categorical óimmoralityô in the nineteenth century, this is no greater 

evidenced than in the brutality of Britainôs Contagious Diseases Acts [1864, 1866, 

1869] (CD Acts).  

 
9Ш7ċĤǃũŸŰŔċŰЮÑĲůƓũĲЮÂƖŸƚƣŔƣƨƣĲƚШыΞΜΞΟьЯШÉƨůĲƖŔċŰШÉőċťĲƚƓĲċƖĲЮШÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮƚƨůĲƖŔċŰƚőċťĲƚƓĲċƖĲШ
ЮĦŸůьЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΠƣőШ~ċƖĦőШΞΜΞΟѐЮ 
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Briefly, as Judith Walkowitz (1980) elaborates, Britainôs CD Acts were passed 

quickly and quietly in the walls of Westminster to sanction women convicted (or 

even just suspected) of ócommon prostitutionô with incarceration and invasive 

gynaecological inspections.  These mandatory inspections were carried out by 

male physicians, often military physicians, on a routine basis until the held woman 

was deemed fit physically and morally fit to re-enter society.  Meanwhile, the male 

purchasers of sex were not subject to these legal sanctions.  As such, the CD Acts 

reinforced the double moral standard in terms of the male sexual license and 

simultaneously painted prostitution as female deviance - and a deviance largely 

affixed to óworking-classô women in their limited social and financial recourse.  Yet, 

contemporaries across the gender gulf and class chasm did voice at the time that 

the Actsô onus on prostitution as ófemale immoralityô conversely constituted an 

immoral mis-use of law.  By and large, this was the position of feminist, socialist, 

and libertarian groups who opposed the Actsô imposition on women, the óworking-

classesô, and civil liberties respectively.  But in terms of broad public opinion, the 

Actsô encapsulate how prostitutionôs name had fallen so low in societal structures 

that it became synonymised with óthe great social evilô (pp.67-137).  

 

Simmering in the moral maelstrom of nineteenth-century discourse on prostitution 

however was the underlying resignation that female prostitution was óa necessary 

evilô.  As sociologist Kingsley Davis (1937) observes, this was the idea that female 

prostitution was indeed distasteful but provided ña convenient sexual outlet for an 

army, and the legions of strangers, perverts, and physically repulsive in [societyôs] 

midstò (p. 755).  An óevilô all the same, but the notion that female prostitution was a 

ónecessaryô outlier of society that served to facilitate the male sexual need whilst 

protecting ómoral womenô from the sexual advances of óstrangeô men met with the 

acquiescence that no óActô could prevent prostitution ï for it was (and it is fair to 

say still is) widely figured to be óthe worldôs oldest professionô (ibid.).   

 

The conscious or subconscious coupling of óprostitutionô and óthe oldest professionô 

connects us back to the idea of prostitutionôs singular, earthly tenure; for it is on 

the broad assumption of prostitutionôs transhistorical air that óthe oldest professionô 

trope rests to remain one of the most frequently bandied clich®s in conversation of 

prostitution (Scambler and Scambler, 1997: xiii; Matthews and OôNeill, 2003; 
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Lister, 2017).  The clich® is wrapped around the topic like a necessary cloak of 

explanation even though, as Kate Lister (2017) writes, it is highly unrealistic that 

the profession of óprostituteô pre-dates universally aged occupations such as 

ónurseô, ómidwifeô, or ómedicine [wo]manô even in their most primitive form.  And 

whether óthe oldest professionô idiom is uttered with conviction or in jest, it is also 

highly ironic given that óprostituteô has never typically fitted into societyôs common 

definitions of ólegitimateô professions; largely as a practice historically attended to 

by narratives of female deviance on one hand and the sexual exploitation of 

vulnerable women on the other (Foong, 2008).  But ultimately, óthe oldest 

professionô trope is reductive and harmful.  It holds prostitution to that single 

earthly ótruthô when prostitution has never been acultural, and has in turn long 

militated against thorough understanding of prostitution as a profoundly complex 

process of multifaceted meanings (Matthews and OôNeill, 2003). 

 

Accordingly, literature on prostitutionôs antiquity (e.g., historical and chronological 

surveys like those referenced previously in this chapter) often upholds the ótruismô 

of óthe oldest professionô by tracing the practice as one entity throughout time.  But 

navigating the subject of prostitution through the transhistorical lens can often 

drown out the sociologies of sex work; particularly the shifting sociologies of sex 

work in the social and spatial structures of many, many souls.  Thus óthe history of 

prostitutionô bookshelf tends to sustain the separation of prostitute women from all 

women because of the underlying narrative that the land does not forget that there 

has always been a different identity to prostitute women that warrants volumes of  

historic scrutiny (and fascination) on prostitute womenôs bodies and behaviours. 

 

It is noteworthy however that just as the prevailing image of prostitute women as 

an óOtherô is located to the tenacious nineteenth-century frameworks of social and 

moral hygiene, the broad acceptance of óthe oldest professionô trope as a given 

truth is located to nineteenth-century cultural texts that were particularly congruent 

to urban life.  Namely, the late-nineteenth century saw the first published use of 

óthe oldest professionô trope (in relation to prostitution) to penetrate the middle-

class readership.  Forming the opening line of Rudyard Kiplingôs On the City Wall 

(1888), the idiom was used to introduce the female protagonist Lalun, a so-termed 

ócourtesanô of the city of Lahore, as ña member of the most ancient profession in 
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the worldò (p. 78; Mattson, 2015).  The expression was then swiftly adopted into 

local, regional and national newspaper narratives (first traced to Londonôs Pall Mall 

Gazette) as a jovial or delicate descriptor for óprostitutionô, and the idiom thereby 

embedded in the broad public vocabulary as a statement of fact (Mattson, 2015).   

 

Though this not to forget that nineteenth-century society had experienced a tidal 

wave of change through the course of Industrialisation and the rapid urbanisation 

of society and space that followed suit (Thernstrom and Sennett, 1969; Lees and 

Lees, 1976).  As such, urban denizens and rural onlookers alike had seen female 

street-based prostitution surge to óunparalleled heightsô in the burgeoning urban 

centres of the Industrialising West (Henriques, 1962: 18; Flexner, 1914).  This is to 

the extent that the nineteenth century city was widely castigated or parodied as 

óVictorian Babylonô (Nead, 2005) in sensory echoes of Herodotusô gaze.  However, 

the moral angst surrounding the escalating spatial scale of prostitutionôs visibility in 

óthe great citiesô of the ómodern-ageô simultaneously stimulated middle-class guilt 

and/or altruism as to prostitutionôs reflections of a crime of poverty emerging from 

the capitalist stateôs raising of Industrial communities en masse (Mumford, 1961, 

pp.468-507).  Though at the same time, as Lewis Mumford writes, the moral 

crusade for social reform that came to dominate nineteenth century discourse was 

ultimately driven by the fear/disgust amongst middle and upper class circles as to 

the very presence of the female prostitute figure in those ógreat citiesô as sites that 

were set down for the social, cultural and economic advancement for the middle-

classes and social elites (ibid.).    

 

Essentially, the ómodern-ageô cities of nineteenth-century assemblage are sites 

that we continue to occupy today in their built legacies and transformations; and 

within which female street-based prostitution has at often times continued to be 

addressed as a major social problem; with óthe red-light areaô often bearing the 

symbolic brunt of all that is wrong with urban life (see Larsen, 1999).  Thus, while 

óthe oldest professionô trope is a reductive falsehood, its residual use is arguably 

tethered to an extent to the urban continuity of female street-based prostitution 

that we can still óseeô in the city, above any other hazy undercurrents of óhistoric 

continuityô that we cannot.  For although prostitution has never been a solely urban 

phenomenon, it is historically in towns and cities that it has tended to be found 
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(Hubbard, 1999: 62).  The lasting resonance of this is that arguably we would not 

be as óshockedô to find that there is a óred-light zoneô on a city break anywhere in 

the world, as we would be to find one on the parish green during a weekend away 

in the countryside.   

 

The cultural image of prostitution as an urban activity and the female prostitute as 

an urban figure is conceptually linked to sociological themes of urban life, such as 

exotification, exhibitionism, voyeurism, recklessness, anonymity, and consumption 

ï which are to are to a far lesser extent associated with the close-knit paradigm of 

rural life (Hubbard, 1999, pp.62-3).  Notably, such themes emerged in social and 

wider commentary on the moral óthreatô of the nineteenth-century city (Lees and 

Lees, 1976).  And the idea of prostitution being an urban problem is also evident in 

the geographical auspices of the infamous CD Acts.  With the Acts being primarily 

applied to major garrison and port centres across Britain and Ireland, the premise 

on protecting and preserving military forces [hence the use of military physicians in 

the mandatory gynaecological inspections of óprostitutesô] has been well observed 

by maritime and military historians (see Smith, 1990).  Though as Bruce Coleman 

points out in the Idea of the City (1973), many towns and cities of the nineteenth-

century ómakingô had already held garrison and/or port estate in the infancy of their 

urban importance but were then all at once vying to be capitals of Industry (pp.34-

6).  In such case, it is difficult to dismiss the notion that in the particularly unwanted 

presence of female prostitutes in the portrait of ógreat citiesô, the image of the 

prostitute figure was burned into the public mindset as that of a walking disease; a 

disease that not only threatened the physical health of men and the moral health 

of society, but the wider economic health and overall reputation of the city. 

 

Times have changed, and as people flow through cities in the age of globalisation 

and digitalisation, the idea of óprostitute womenô as a walking disease has fallen to 

the wayside to a degree.  For the most part, this is indicative of a changing world 

where the approach to purchasing sex has shifted (albeit not entirely) from public 

space on óthe streetô to virtual spaces behind óthe screenô (Jones, 2015; Sanders et 

al., 2017).  Furthermore, we are fortunate in the walls of academia and beyond to 

more frequently hear the voices of scholars with self-identified lived experience of 

working in the sex industry [see Molly Smith and Juno Macôs Revolting Prostitutes 
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(2018) for a groundbreaking example].  Additionally, a major contributor to clearer 

insight of prostitutionôs changing nature and complexities is the developing field of 

the sociologies of sex work.  This is a critically important field that navigates the 

underexplored streams of sex work in relation to contemporary womanhood, work, 

sexuality, and social justice amongst many other critical aspects (e.g., Weitzer, 

2009; Hardy et al., 2010; Sanders et al., 2018).  The academic development of 

such clearer, pragmatic insight of óthe worldôs oldest debateô ï to borrow Sheldon 

Garonôs (1993) expression ï is paramount; for as Kate Lister (2017) summarises, 

prostitution is not the worldôs oldest profession, but it is certainly one of its oldest 

stigmas.  

 

     It is important to have opened this study with a reading of female prostitution as 

a profoundly complex subject; to foreground that although prostitution is a sea of 

multifaceted meanings, it has long been a singular object of intense scrutiny in 

which notions of morality are explicit.  It is important to foreground this because in 

this study I focus on the spatial significance of female street-based prostitution in 

urban contexts as just one facet of prostitution under the wider umbrella of sex 

work.  Accordingly, I focus on óthe red-light areaô as a concentrated space of street-

based prostitution with the aim of tracing and comparatively examining the location 

and relocation of óthe red-light areaô in time-served rhythm with social change that 

interplays with the particular urban histories of cities.   

 

In exploring the shifting geographies of [female street-based] sex work, this 

empirical study rests on a conceptual framework of moral geography.  Broadly, 

moral geography refers to the relationship between society and space (Cresswell, 

2007), and emerged in the mid-nineteenth century encounter between urban 

environmentalism and the [then] fledgling field of social science (Driver, 1988).  As 

the first to draw attention to the concept of moral geography in the óthreatô of the 

nineteenth-century city, geographer Felix Driver demonstrates how the concept 

emerged in the form of ómoral mappingô which constituted an ethnographic treatise 

on spatially conditioned ómoral decayô in the rudimentary urban quarters of óthe 

lower classesô.  As Driver points out, the effect of this was that moral geography 

reductively labelled óthe lower classesô as ódeviantô en masse, but it also informed 
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the reformative discourse on the spatial economies of societyôs disadvantaged and 

stimulated new waves of urban thought on socio-spatial relations (pp.275-86).   

 

On the spatial turn of cultural geography and the social sciences in the 1990s 

onwards, the concept of moral geography has been reinvigorated as a theory of 

urban belonging/exclusion (Cresswell, 2007) which is particularly important in the 

sociological nexus on cities, environment, liveability, and the production of space 

(see Henri Lefebvreôs Production of Space (1991) and Right to the City (1996) for 

key thought in the conversation of cities and urban life).  Accordingly, I rest this 

spatial study of óthe red-light areaô on a conceptual framework of moral geography 

to investigate the urban production and reproduction of ómoral spaceô (and the 

moral coding of urban space) through a lens of sex work as arguably one of the 

most morally conflictive features of urban life.  I observe the spatial contexts of the 

óred-light areaô as a significant aspect of the urban landscape to produce a clear 

understanding of how locational rhythms of social change leave their traces on the 

urban environment.  Through this, I develop the central argument of this thesis, 

which is a sociological argument for the spatial significance of óthe red-light areaô 

in continuous processes of urban transformation that shape the built evolution of 

óthe cityô and urban life. 

 

To build this argument, I exercise a comparative case study of óthe red-light areaô 

and its shifting geography in the particular urban centres from the late-nineteenth 

century onwards.  The cities I focus on are the port cities of Kingston-upon-Hull 

[Hull] (UK) and Rotterdam (Netherlands), with the framework of the comparative 

case study of these cities resting on their relational urban histories and distinct 

urban afterlives as outlined further in due course in this chapter.  Through the 

comparative study, I aim to find and articulate the spatial significance and shifting 

spatial significance of the óprimaryô (i.e., most locally óknownô) óred-light areaô in the 

given cities at various juncture across the sample period, 1880s-2020s.  Against a 

heightened backdrop of social and urban change, I will observe locational actors 

(i.e., urban planning, policy, and development) and social actors (i.e., economic, 

political, and cultural relations) that collectively suggest and underpin the moral 

geographies that are constructed under the distinct contours of time-and-place.   
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Having introduced the study, its central argument, and the aims and objectives, I 

will now cover a comprehensive overview of the rationale and framework.  First, I 

will cover the academic works and research I follow in this study, and through this, 

the identified gap in literature that this study addresses.  After a brief re-cap on the 

aims and objectives, I will list the research questions and touch on the research 

methodology (outlined in more depth in chapter three).  Next, I will outline the 

distinct empirical lensô of the study.  This includes the lens on ófemale street-based 

prostitutionô and óthe red-light areaô (and my use of these terminology in the study), 

the lens on port cities, on Hull and Rotterdam as the comparative case study, and 

on the sample period 1880s-2020s.  Finally, this chapter closes with a brief outline 

of the coming chapters that make up the thesis. 

 

  

Rationale and Framework: 

 

     In the interests of this study on the spatial significance of óthe red-light areaô in 

particular urban biographies, I am following a pivotal avenue of academic works on 

the spatial contexts of sex work.  Firstly, I am following the groundbreaking study of 

geographers Gregory Ashworth, Paul White and Hilary Winchester (1988) that first 

addressed óthe red-light areaô as a historically significant aspect of urban landscapes 

ï but a long neglected aspect of urban study.  Having mapped óred-light areasô in a 

number of European cities, Ashworth et al. made conceptual links between óred-lightô 

space and wider social and economic functions of cities to conclude that the urban 

spatiality of óthe red-light areaô, if we truly listened to it, could tell us more about the 

overall evolution of urban life. 

 

However, writing a decade on from Ashworth et al., the eminent urban and human 

geographer Philip Hubbard (1999: 1) found that scholarship remained remarkably 

reticent on the spatial contexts of sex work.  Addressing this void in his rich volume 

on the geographies of sex work in the urban West, Hubbard emphasised that there is 

a spatial significance to sex work in urban contexts, just as there is a spatial basis to 

sexuality in general.  Paving the way for further investigation, Hubbard is something 

of a trailblazer in the locational thought-space on sex work.  As such, I am following 

Hubbardôs associated works and collaborations (unpacked further in chapter two) as 
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Hubbardôs pioneering scholarship on the spatial significances of sex work underpins 

the rationale of this study on óred-lightô space in particular cities; for as Hubbard has 

made clear: 

  

A mapping of [óred-light areaô] sites frequently demarcates marginal, 
deprived and culturally-undervalued localities as the only places 
where prostitution can be practiced (within limits).  [But], the 
concentration of prostitution in such locations iséno historical 
accident or mere outcome of supply-and-demand economics.  
  

(pp.15-6, emphasis added). 

   

 

Accordingly, Hubbardôs critical argument that the localities of óred-lightô space are no 

historic accident underlies the conceptual framework of moral geography on which I 

build this study.  As aforementioned, I am interested in the spatial significance of óthe 

red-light areaô in Hull and Rotterdam in relation to the moral geographies constructed 

in distinct time-place settings.  Alongside this, I am interested in the reflections of who 

suggested these moral geographies, and whose interests were being pursued in the 

realms of class, gender, and sexuality.  Accordingly, I am following scholarship that 

navigates the conceptual career of moral geography - that notably times with the 

sample period 1880s-2020s ï beginning with Felix Driverôs (1988) aforementioned 

study on the popularisation of ómoral mappingô in the nineteenth-century city.  I then 

follow the pioneering urban sociology of the Chicago School which sought to predict 

spatial indicators of social disorganisation in the early to mid-twentieth century city.  

Notably, the Chicago ótraditionô did not draw on the term ómoral geographyô, but is 

nevertheless explicit with spatial notions of social and moral ónormsô (Holloway and 

Hubbard, 2013: 200).  Then, meeting with the more recent decades of the sample 

period, I am following a scope of interdisciplinary scholarship that has re-energised 

moral geography as an important concept in the relationship between society and 

space, which is unpacked further in chapter two. 

 

Finally, in this studyôs demonstration of the spatial significance of óthe red-light areaô 

(in historical and contemporary contexts) on the urban environment, I am following 

the key sociological arguments of leading scholars of sex work research and urban 
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geography respectively which I entwine into the rationale of this study as follows.  In 

terms of sex work research, I am following the key argument of Roger Matthews and 

Maggie OôNeill who state in their influential volume Prostitution (2003) that because 

óprostitutionô is a profoundly complex subject of multifaceted meanings, it is best read 

and understood as óan inherently social processô (p. xiii).  I entwine this with the key 

argument of the eminent geographer David Harvey who says in his landmark Urban 

Experience (1989) that the reading and understanding of any social process is 

inconceivable without a reading and understanding of the urban spaces in which 

social processes are made manifest.  As Harvey explains: 

 

To dissect the urban process in all of its fullness is to lay bare the 
roots of consciousness formation in the material realities of daily life.  
It is out of the complexities and perplexities of this experience that 
we build elementary understandings of the meaning of space and 
time; of social power and its legitimation; of forms of domination and 
social interaction; of the relation to nature through production and 
consumption; and of human nature, civil society, and political life. 

(p. 230). 
 
 

Notably, Harveyôs key argument outlined above comes in the relatively recent 1980s 

when, as previously noted in this chapter, scholars first drew attention to the spatial 

contexts of óthe red-light areaô as a significant aspect of the urban landscape 

(Ashworth et al., 1988).  From the 1990s onwards, after Philip Hubbard (1999) paid 

closer attention to the significance of the geographies of sex work in urban contexts, 

theory surrounding the spatiality of sex work has continued to develop as I explore in 

chapter two.  However, to the best of my knowledge at the time of writing there has 

been no empirical study of óred-lightô space as a shifting geography in the particular 

urban biographies of cities that rests on a sociological framework of moral geography.  

As such, this study of óred-lightô space in Hull and Rotterdam (1880s-2020s) seeks to 

address the gap in literature by finding and articulating the significant interplay of the 

shifting óred-lightô space and the continuous processes of urban transformation in the 

cities.  To further elaborate on this, I will now list the research questions of this study 

and introduce the research methodology. 
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Signposts: the research questions and methodology 

The three research questions I address in this study are as follows: 

i. What was the location of óthe red-light areaô in the port cities of Hull and 
Rotterdam from the late-nineteenth century onwards? 
  

ii. How did the shifting location of óthe red-light areaô reflect dominant moral 
geographies as they were constructed in both cities? 

 
iii. Which locational and social actors constructed these moral 

geographies, and whose interests were they pursuing? 
 

 
To best address the above research questions and produce a meaningful spatial 

analysis, I exercise a qualitative mixed methodology that marries archival, visual, 

and walking research methods.  More detail on the research design will be offered 

in chapter threeôs discussion of the methodology, but is briefly outlined here as a 

means of introduction.  In terms of archival research, I undertake physical data 

collection as the central city archives, libraries and cultural institutions (museums) 

in Hull and Rotterdam.  I also undertake remote data collection from digital archive 

platforms that hold historical to more recent local newspapers that serve Hull and 

Rotterdam respectively.  In terms of visual research, I undertake data collection 

from the physical and digital archives as listed above (with relevant permissions 

obtained where applicable), and include my own photography through which I 

artfully capture the urban transformations that have been applied to óred-light 

spaceô.  In terms of walking research, I exercise two key means of ambulatory 

data collection.  Primarily, I exercise my independent walking ethnography of óred-

light spaceô of the past to articulate it in the present gaze, and also undertake a 

number of walking conversations with adult participants in each city.  Some of the 

participants (introduced in chapter three) have a connection to sex work and some 

have a connection to the óhomeô city in general.   

 

In terms of ómarryingô the archival, visual, and walking methods in this study, I work 

to the idea that these methods informed each other.  For instance, archival reports 

or newspapers indicated where óthe red-light areaô was at a given time, for visual 

and walking research to be undertaken in that locale.  Ultimately, the qualitative 
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mixed methods work together in this study to produce a meaningful understanding 

of the spatial significance of the shifting geography of óthe red-light areaô in Hull 

and Rotterdam on an artful, sensory level.  The artful approach constitutes my 

observation of the cities through visual material, such as juxtaposing an archival 

image of óred-light spaceô with my own photography of how the space looks after 

urban transformation (e.g., regeneration, gentrification) has taken place.  And the 

sensory approach constitutes the holistic research design of my engagement with 

the spatial subject of sex work as communicated through the cityôs memory 

(archives), the cityôs visions (visual), and the cityôs movement (walking) in the 

distinct empirical lens of the study.           

 

Senses: the empirical lens of this study 

 

     In this section I outline the distinct empirical lensô of the study.  This includes 

the lens on female street-based prostitution via óthe red-light areaô (and my use of 

these terminologies in the study), the lens on port cities, on Hull and Rotterdam as 

a comparative case study, and on the significance of the sample period 1880s-

2020s. 

 

The lens on female street-based prostitution via óthe red-light areaô: 

 

I am focusing on female [street-based] prostitution in this study because, in short, 

it has historically been more visibly street-based than male or diverse gender sex 

work (Ellison and Weitzer, 2017).  Arguably, this is because female street-based 

prostitution has been made more visible by historical forces of social and sexual 

ónormsô, i.e., the lesser rights and recourse of women, the double moral standard 

in terms of the male sexual license, and the criminalisation of homosexuality in the 

not too distant pasts of many nations to list just a few far-reaching factors.  At the 

same time, literature on prostitution has historically focused almost entirely on the 

female seller and male purchaser of sex dynamic in the sphere of heterosexuality; 

which is why when we think of óa prostituteô we may generally envisage óa womanô 

(Laing et al., 2015: i). 
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That said, my focus on female street-based prostitution (via óred-lightô space) in 

this study is not to dismiss the important histories and sociologies of male and 

diverse gender sex work.  Justly, more attention is now being paid to the critical 

histories and sociologies of male and diverse gender sex work - which can also be 

street-based (Ellison and Weitzer, 2017) ï in valuable sex work research (see e.g.,    

Minichiello and Scott, 2014; Laing et al., 2015; Nuttbrock, 2018).  But ultimately, 

my focus on female [street-based] prostitution ties to the greater visibilities of its 

urban continuity as this has enabled me to locate the óred-light areaô in historical 

contexts in the first instance, and to articulate the spatial significance of the site(s) 

in relation to moral geography and processes of urban development applied to the 

site(s).  I acknowledge that the terms óprostitutionô and óred-light areaô are deeply 

contentious.  For the same reasons given above however, the contentious content 

of these terms are important to this study as a means of expression that explicitly 

castigates localities in which prostitution has manifested - for urban transformation 

to be in turn applied to the site(s) without public opposition as I now outline, firstly 

on the term óprostitutionô and then óred-lightô space.       

 

     Prostitution.  Reading into any aspect of sexual commerce is overwhelming, 

particularly to the student or novice researcher.  Not least because of the profound 

complexities and raw sensitivities surrounding the subject, but because exploring 

the literature can feel like one is confronted by a boundless sea of calling voices 

with wave upon wave of highly-charged debate to navigate.  A simple measure of 

the weight of these waters is the return of around 860,000 texts dating back to the 

eighteenth-century in a Google Scholar search of óprostitutionô, while a search of 

the now more widely accepted term ósex workô returns some four million texts since 

its relatively recent inception in the 1970s.10  Furthermore, a dual search of these 

terms on the Google Scholar platform immediately brings to the fore the fraught 

debate on whether we should be using the term óprostitutionô or ósex workô ï or 

neither ï before we can even break the surface.   

 

The fundamental problem with the term óprostitutionô, as Kate Lister (2017) writes, 

is that it is a word burdened with óconsiderable historical and cultural baggage in 

 
10 DƻƻƎƭŜ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŘŀǘŜ мǎǘ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлннΦ  
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the general reference of women and a state of female sexual dishonour.ô  Thus, as 

a way to abate the socio-legal connotations of female deviance contained in the 

words óprostitutionô and óprostituteô, the term ósex work/erô was coined by the artist 

and self-identified former sex worker Carol Leigh [aka The Scarlot Harlot] at a USA 

anti-pornography conference in 1978 (Leigh, 1997; also Delacoste and Alexander, 

1983).   

 

To Leighôs credit, the less-stigmatising term ósex workô has since settled in global 

mainstream language.  But this is not without contention.  From radical feminist 

perspectives for instance, the term ósex workô is seen as merely a rebranding of 

óprostitutionô that serves to legitimise and justify the archaic sexual exploitation of 

women as óworkô (Banyard, 2016: 62).  More explicitly, the radical corner argues 

that the term ósex workô reduces the inside of a womanôs body to a work-place 

(Bindel, 2018) and reinforces to society that a womanôs body is still just a sexual 

resource for male leisure and consumption (Ditum, 2014).  Contesting the radical 

feminist perspectives however, scholars with self-identified lived experience of 

working in the sex industry stress that the term ósex workô isnôt about defending the 

existence of the sex industry or arguing about what does or doesnôt define óworkô.  

It is about safety, resources, and being heard; for ñwhen sex workers assert that 

sex work is work, we are saying that we need rightsò (Mac and Smith, 2018, p. 55, 

emphasis in original).  Meanwhile, there are women working in the sex industry 

who identify as óprostitutesô as opposed to ósex workersô based on the deeply-felt 

sentiment that ñthis is not work, its abuseò (as quoted in Ditum, 2014).  And with 

polar insights emerging from inside the sex industry, there are scholars who reject 

the terms óprostitutionô and ósex workô altogether; insisting for example on the use 

of the term ósexual labourô to balance aspects of a freely-chosen profession with 

the many harms inherent to the sex industry (see e.g., Boris et als. Sexualities 

symposium, 2010). 

 

As the terminological debate shows even at cursory level, there is no one term for 

sexual commerce that is accepted across the board ï by every individual involved 

or by scholars looking in.  It is important to stress therefore that my use of the term 

óprostitutionô in this study does not reflect a terminological preference of the 
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candidate, nor an alliance with any particular corner of the debate.  I am sensitive 

to the fact that words óprostitutionô and óprostituteô are laden with [female] stigma, 

and as Erving Goffman (1963) said, óstigma is deeply discreditingô (p. 4).  However, 

I am using the term óprostitutionô in this study because, fundamentally, it is how the 

subject will be locatable in the research process; particularly through the largely 

historical gaze of the study when óprostitutionô is the ógivenô óterminology of the day, 

and for its connotations of something immoral that plays out in the city. 

 

In the contemporary gaze of the study, I continue to use the term óprostitutionô as a 

way to distinguish between prostitution and wider professions that come under the 

umbrella of sex work today, i.e., lap dancing, fetish fulfilment, and cam-work to list 

just a few (see Toubiana and Ruebottom, 2022).  In relation to the contentious 

content of the term óprostitutionô, it is noteworthy here that there is a hierarchy 

attached to and constituted within the sex industry whereby female street-based 

prostitution is considered óthe bottom end of the marketô and lap dancing sits at the 

top (ibid.).  Accordingly, I continue to use the term óprostitutionô in the contemporary 

gaze of the study to take into account the prevailing stigma enmeshed in the word.  

this is important because in exploring the spatial significance of óthe red-light areaô, 

the moral connotations of ódevianceô applied to óthe prostituteô are transposed onto 

the óred-lightô space as follows.   

 

     óRed-light areaô.  I use the term óred-light areaô in this study to denote ña space 

where prostitution is heavily concentrated in a specific area of the cityò (Aalbers 

and Deinema, 2012: 129).  However, this is not to define the space as I recognise 

that the term óred-lightô [space] is problematic and has complicated roots.  As Katie 

Hemphill  (2024) explains, the origin of the term is located to female prostitutes in 

early European ports who carried red lanterns to improve the ravaged appearance 

of their faces and bodies.  With red lights thereby coming to demarcate ówomen on 

the marketô, local proprietors of brothels, pubs, and dance venues embraced the 

erotic symbolism of ónightlife redô to entice male custom.  Red lights have 

transmitted visual codes of sexual commerce and óviceô ever since, and the term 

óred-light areaô embedded in everyday vocabulary as a general descriptor for the 

óviceô of concentrated spaces of female prostitution (p. 153). 

 



 

ос  

  

Accordingly, the term óred-light areaô is problematic in its moral symbolism.  Its use 

as a general descriptor reflects a way of conceptualising, labelling, and assigning 

moral value to the space through which the ósexual devianceô of women working 

there, and to a far lesser extent their male clients, is constructed (Hubbard, 1998: 

61).  Notably, such moral value has long been assigned to óred-lightô space as a 

matter of course.  It is used as a general descriptor for the touristic (or cultural) 

óred-light districtô like Amsterdamôs De Wallen and Hamburgôs Reeperbahn in their 

brightly-lit, mapped location, but also to óbackstreetô (or sub-cultural) óred-light 

zoneô in the isolated grey of cities like Hull and Rotterdam.  This pushes a salient 

falsehood as the following images show in juxtaposition; for the brightly-lit glow of 

the touristic óred-light districtsô of Amsterdam bears no resemblance to the dark 

backstreets of Hull where the only red lights come from the brake lights of lone 

vehicles that stop there in the dead of night: 

 

  

Fig.1.2., De Wallen, Amsterdam (2024).11 
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Fig.1.3., Hessle Road, Hull (2017).12 

 

In sum, I use the term óred-lightô space in this study to denote ï not define ï the 

concentrated spaces of female street-based prostitution that I trace and examine.  

Like óprostitutionô, the term óred-lightô [space] is how the space is locatable in the 

research process, but beyond this the morally-laden content of the term is critical 

to the study in terms of how moral values are applied to the space.  It is also of 

note that the term originated in port cities given that I undertake a case study of 

Hull and Rotterdam, the rationale for which is as follows.  

 

The lens on port cities: 

 

     My focus on port cities is not to infer that female prostitution (in any form) is or 

has ever been more óprolificô in port cities than in inland urban centres.  Although 

there is a historical relationship between the two (Howell, 2009), this can be said 

of cities in general (Hubbard, 1999).  However, my focus on port cities rests on the 

historical embeddedness of the distinctly cultural relationship between óportô and 

óprostitutionô.  As Marion Pluskota (2016) elaborates in a rich study of prostitution 
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and social control in the eighteenth-century ports of Bristol and Nantes, the cultural 

connection between prostitution and port cities historically sits at the confluence of 

the heightened transience, the amalgamation of óOthernessô, and the marge de 

manoeuvre in the port city at street level (p. 3).  Additionally, maritime historians 

have observed the cultural relationship of [female] prostitution and port cities as 

something historically layered into the so-described óspirit of sailortownô (Hugill, 

1968; Meyer, 1999; Milne, 2016; Beaven, 2021).  Such visions of ósailortownô at 

times portray a romanticised image of heady, rum-soaked waterfront nostalgia 

(e.g., Hugill, 1968), but generally emphasise the grittier edge of port cities as 

marginalised melting-pots of óOthernessô with particular emphasis on sailortown 

quarters as vice-ridden óhotbeds of marginalityô (Meyer, 1999: 33).  However, as 

Grame Milne (2016) points out, historically the seafarersô transience had a faster 

turnover than most which added to the urgency of their spending and consumption 

ashore (p. 66).  Milne is not inferring that seafarers were the sole purchasers of 

sex in port cities, nor that seafarers were exploitative as a group.  Crucially, there 

has been a recent call in maritime scholarship for more balanced historiographies 

that consider the exploitation that seafarers themselves experienced during stays 

ashore (ibid., Lee, 2013; Beaven, 2021; Baptist, 2022).  This is important for as 

Vincent Baptist (2022) writes in a case study of the bygone pleasurescapes of port 

cities, land-based communities of port cities were far from naµve to the longings, 

wonts (and wallets) of men coming ashore from confined periods at sea (p. 1307). 

To this effect, it is well documented that port cities produced a particularly complex 

social unit that was shaped by the comings and goings from farther shores (Gillett 

and McMahon, 1980, pp.40-1; Bartğomiejski and Kowalewski, 2022).  Accordingly, 

my focus on port cities is tied to the inherent perceptions of óOthernessô in the port 

city as a distinct urban typology infused with spatial contradictions.  As Alice Mah 

(2014) writes, port cities are portrayed as óexotic places of cosmopolitanism and 

vibrant cultural exchange connected to the blue of sea, sky and dreamsô, but also 

as óblack places of crime, violence, poverty, and social exclusionô (p. 27).  In sum, I 

hypothesise that the case study of port cities will emphasise contradictory moral 

geographies that sit somewhere between locally constituted ónormsô and the wider 

social and moral ónormsô of inland urban centres. 
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The lens on Hull and Rotterdam: 

 

As aforementioned in this chapter, the comparative case study of óred-lightô space 

in the port cities of Hull and Rotterdam rests on their relational urban histories and 

distinct urban afterlives.  While this could apply to many port cities as a particular 

urban typology (Mah, 2014; Bartğomiejski and Kowalewski, 2022), my provisional 

research of Hull and Rotterdam for the proposal of this project showed that there 

is a pronounced social, cultural and urban continuity between Hull and Rotterdam 

that runs historically deep.  It is a historical bond of ósister citiesô [albeit not officially 

ótwinnedô until 193713] that is also lasting.  It is a bond reflected in the significant 

Dutch intonation in the distinctive Hull accent (Williams and Kearswill, 1999), in the 

abundance of Dutch commodities contained in the wills of Hullôs medieval townfolk 

(Salter, 2017), and in the widescale Dutch influence on Hullôs historic architecture 

(Neave and Neave, 2010).  Notably, this exemplifies a Dutch influence on Hull and 

not a specifically Rotterdamse influence.  And it should be noted that historically, 

the flow of Dutch commodities and the Dutch influence on architecture is by no 

means unique to Hull (see Louw, 2009).  In which case, it could be said that the 

historical bond of Hull and Rotterdam is a product of pure geography, with the two 

cities in a sense peering at one another across the North Sea grey: 

 

 
 

Fig.1.4., map indicating shipping route between Hull and Rotterdam (2023).14 

 
13ШÉŔƚƣĲƖШĦŔƣŔĲƚШŸŉШƣőĲШƽŸƖũĬШыƚĲĲШƽƽƽЮƚŔƚƣĲƖЮŔŰŉŸьЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΠƣőШ§ĦƣŸĤĲƖШΞΜΞΜѐЮ 
14Ш9ŸƨƖƣĲƚǃШŸŉШ[ĲƖƖǃ]Ÿ]ŸШыƚĲĲШƽƽƽЮŉĲƖƖǃŊŸŊŸЮĦŸůьЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΞƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΟѐЮ 

http://www.sister.info/
http://www.ferrygogo.com/
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At surface level, the geographical proximity of Hull and Rotterdam and the shared 

shipping routes between resembling a historic hand-holding across the water may 

simply depict an organic relationship determined by geography as captured in the 

following image: 

 
 

 

Fig.1.5., museum image of the Hull-Rotterdam Crossing (c1970s).15  

 

 

Yet, such deep and lasting Dutch influence on the Hullensian landscape of people 

and place is said to be historically reinforced by the social, cultural and urban 

proximity of Hull and Rotterdam as cities mirrored across the water (Neave, 1988).  

Deeper still, such proximities are locatable in the shared urban experiences of Hull 

and Rotterdam from their humble fishing-port beginnings in the thirteenth century 

to Industrialised ports of international importance in the nineteenth century as is 

unpacked further in chapter twoôs review of literature.  Of note here however is that 

Hull and Rotterdam shared the experience of targeted, catastrophic bombardment 

 
15Ш?ŔƚƓũċǃĲĬШċƣШcƨũũЮcŔƚƣŸƖǃЮ9ĲŰƣƖĲЯШŔŰШƓĲƖƚŸŰШыΝΥƣőШƓƖŔũШΞΜΞΞьЮШ 
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during the Second World War.  As the burden of history reminds us, this happened 

to many cities including those of the Axis powers like Dresen (e.g., Addison and 

Crang, 2006).  In the aftermath however, Hull and Rotterdam shared the relatively 

unique experience of carte blanche urban planning and reconstruction; with the 

resilient vow to órise from the ashesô mirroring in the citiesô contemporaneous civic 

sentiment (Jones, 1998 [Hull]; McCarthy, 1998 [Rotterdam].  Notably, in the early 

planning stages, the Mayor of Rotterdam was warmly welcomed to Hull to share 

his advice on rebuilding the city (Millett et al., 2007: 10).  Furthermore, the urban 

rebuilding of Hull and Rotterdam signals the turning point in their relational urban 

histories as is inscribed on the contrasting landscapes of the sister cities today.  

For in the resilient cry of each of the cities to órise from the ashesô, Hull was hit by 

certain setbacks (i.e., her unexpected omission from the UK governmentôs initial 

post-War rebuilding budget) though which she has struggled to get up from her 

knees (Jones, 1998).  Meanwhile, Rotterdam was hoisted up to punch the sky 

through her reinvention into óskyscraper cityô (Tilman, 2023).  That said, both Hull 

and Rotterdam went on to attain City/Capital of Culture status; Rotterdam in 2001 

and Hul in 2017.   

 

I note here that because Hull and Rotterdam tend to be gendered as female in 

local and cultural texts, I at times refer to the cities as óshe/herô in this study.  This 

is also a means to connect with the individual persona of the cities.  For I do not 

position Hull and Rotterdam as representational of port cities (or cities in general) 

in this study, but work to the evocative idea that ñevery city has its own story to tell 

ï a collective web of history, politics, economics, and culture that gives the story a 

deep richnessò (Miller et al., 2014: 153).  The comparative case study of Hull and 

Rotterdam therefore takes into account the relational urban histories and distinct 

urban afterlives of the cities while observing the Hull an Rotterdam through the 

individual persona of place.  And with comparative case study being a research 

technique that enables the researcher to recognise patterns of similarities and 

difference in greater depth (Vavrus and Bartlett, 2022), I undertake a comparative 

case study of Hull and Rotterdam as a means to find and articulate on a deeper 

level what Hull and Rotterdam can tell us about óred-lightô space.  This is in relation 

to the moral coding of urban space through observation of the legal, social and 
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cultural ónormsô around sex and morality that differ or are constant in the relational 

yet distinct urban biographies of the cities across the significant sample period.   

 

The lens on ótimeô; the sample period 1880s-2020s. 

 

     The sample period 1880s-2020s is an expansive period of time to cover in the 

confines of this study.  However, it allows time for the location and relocation of 

óred-lightô space to have taken place.  It is also an important period of time to cover 

as it encompasses concerted waves of heightened social and urban change that 

shape the urban biographies of Hull and Rotterdam.  Thus to effectively manage 

the span of the sample period, I undertake analysis in what I term ótime-chaptersô 

that capture moments of critical juncture within the sample period as follows:   

 

 

i. The climax of rapid urbanisation on the threshold of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries  
(1880s-1900s). 
 

ii. The interwar years of economic recovery 
(1920s-1930s). 
 

iii. The post-War period of carte blanche urban reconstruction 
(1950s-1970s). 
 

iv. The neoliberal years incorporating waterfront development 
(1980s-1990s). 
 

v. The contemporary years of cultural placemaking 
(2000s-2020s). 

 

  

This structural framework is designed to focus the spatial analysis of óthe red-light 

areaô against the heightened backdrops of change given above.  This is as opposed 

to surveying a year-on-year duration across the sample period that would have risked 

a more sweeping analysis.  The structuring of the analytic time-chapters is a means 

to explore the ways in which moral geographies themselves shift through Hull and 

Rotterdamôs responses to internal and external events (e.g., War), and to factor into 

the analysis processes of urban transformation popularised in time (e.g., the ógarden 

cityô movement).  In sum, as I have outlined in this section, the sample period 1880s-
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2020s is expansive, but it is a critical component of the rationale and framework of 

this study.  Having covered the overall rationale and framework of this study, I now 

close this chapter with a brief outline of the subsequent chapters that make up the 

thesis. 

Setting sail; a brief outline of the subsequent chapters that make up this thesis 

 

This thesis proceeds as follows;  

Chapter two offers a literature review of areas of produced knowledge that are 

pertinent to this study.  This includes theory and arguments surrounding the moral 

landscape, the conceptual career of moral geography, and how such theory has 

been applied to the subject of prostitution.  Additionally, as this study is observing 

the individual identities of the cities of case study, I will review literature and 

cultural texts on the place and persona of Hull and Rotterdam respectively.  This 

chapter summarises on how these areas of knowledge carry into the wider study. 

Chapter three covers a comprehensive overview of the research methodology.  It 

begins by outlining the artful and sensate qualitative approach, followed by an in-

depth discussion of the value of archival, visual, and walking methods to this study 

and to social research in general.  This chapter also includes a brief vignette of the 

research methods working together based on extracts from my fieldnotes.  Finally, 

this chapter presents a referenced timeline of the óred-lightô localities I examine in 

the study.  The timeline is presented as a coda to this chapter to foreground the 

analytic time-chapters that follow. 

 

The analytic time-chapters outlined below each open with a brief backdrop of the 

contemporaneous scene in Hull and Rotterdam for locational context based on 

findings from the literature review.  I then examine the spatial contexts of the 

óprimaryô óred-lightô area in each city during the period of observation.  Following 

the path of the research questions, I apply data collected from my archival, visual, 

and walking research.  Each time-chapter then summarises on the comparative 

findings of óred-lightô space in Hull and Rotterdam in the given period as follows: 
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Chapter four presents part i. of the spatial analysis in which I explore the spatial 

contexts of óthe red-light areaô in Hull and Rotterdam against a backdrop of the 

climax of rapid urbanisation on the threshold of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries [1880s-1900s].  In this chapter, I pay an analytic visit to the óeverywhereô 

space of female street-based prostitution in Hull, and to the Zandstraatbuurt [Sand 

Street District] in Rotterdam. 

 

Chapter five presents part ii. of the spatial analysis.  In this chapter, I examine the 

spatial contexts of óred-lightô space in Hull and Rotterdam during the interwar years 

of economic recovery [1920s-1930s].  This takes us to Pease Street in Hull, and to 

the Schiedamsedijk in Rotterdam. 

 

Chapter six presents part iii. of the spatial analysis in which I examine the spatial 

contexts of óred-lightô space in Hull and Rotterdam during the post-War period of 

urban planning and reconstruction [1950s-1970s].  In Hull, this takes us to Hedon 

Road, and to Rotterdamôs Katendrecht.   

 

Chapter seven presents part iv. of the spatial analysis of óthe red-light areaô in Hull 

and Rotterdam.  Set in the neoliberal years incorporating waterfront heritage 

development [1980s-1990s], this takes us to Waterhouse Lane in Hull, and to G.J 

de Jonghweg [road] in Rotterdam. 

 

Chapter eight presents part v. of the spatial analysis.  This is the final chapter of 

analysis in which I examine the spatial contexts of óthe red-light areaô in Hull and 

Rotterdam through the contemporary years of cultural placemaking [2000s-2020s].  

Navigating at certain points Hull and Rotterdamôs respective attainment of City of 

Culture status, this chapter takes us to the citiesô óprimaryô óred-lightô areas of the 

more recent years; to Hullôs Hessle Road, and to Rotterdamôs Keileweg.   

 

Chapter nine presents the conclusion to this study.  After re-capping on the aims 

and objectives and what this study set out to achieve, I bring the findings of the 

analytic chapters together to draw conclusions on the shifting spatial significance 

of óthe red-light areaô in Hull and Rotterdam and what this can tell us about the 
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urban production and reproduction of moral space.  Through this, I expand on the 

contribution of this thesis to understandings of moral geographies and sociologies 

of sex work, and outline how the sociological stance of this study differs from that 

of a historian studying the same subject.  At the end of the chapter, I reflect on the 

wider thesis in terms of its arguments and contributions, and identify ideas for 

further research before coming to the closing comments. 
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Chapter Two  

  

Literature Review 

 

 

óȷȾɃȿɃɈɇȼȺȽô 

[óFollow Meô]16 

  
  

 

  

 

     This chapter offers a review of literature and cultural texts on areas of produced 

knowledge that are pertinent to this study.  I first review literature on the idea of the 

moral landscape which has philosophical roots but is also infused with sociological 

meaning in its references to the forces of human morality at group level.  Following 

on from this I review texts encountering the conceptual career of moral geography 

as a concept that refers to the relationship between society and space.  Focusing 

on scholarship that observes or exercises moral geography from the popularisation 

of the concept in the nineteenth-century city, to the Chicago School, into a scope 

of contemporary urban scholarship that also encounters the spatial contexts of sex 

work.  I then move into a review literature and cultural texts on or encountering 

Hull and Rotterdam respectively.  This is to familiarise with the cities of the case 

study in general, but also to explore arguments and perspectives around the 

individual characters of the cities; with the place and persona of the cities being a 

key component of the rationale and methodological orientation of the study.  I then 

summarise this chapter on the ways in which the reviewed literature and areas of 

knowledge interconnect to be woven into the wider fabric of the study.  

 

 

 

 
16ШĦĦŸƖĬŔŰŊШƣŸШ9ũĲůĲŰƣШŸŉШ ũĲǂċŰĬƖŔċќƚШяĦЮΝΡΜрĦЮΞΝΡШ Ю?ЮѐШÂċĲĬċŊŸŊƨƚЯШŉĲůċũĲШƓƖŸƚƣŔƣƨƣĲƚШŔŰШĲċƖũǃШ
ĦŔƻŔũŔƚċƣŔŸŰШƽŸƖĲШĲƓŔŊƖċƓőŔĦШŉŸŸƣƽĲċƖШƽŔƣőШћ̢̙̞̞̣̖̘̐̔̚ШяћŉŸũũŸƽШůĲќѐШĲůĤŸƚƚĲĬШŸŰШƣőĲШƚŸũĲШы7ŸŰĬЯШ
ΞΜΝΠьЮШ 
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 The Moral Landscape  

 

 

There is no such thing as moral phenomena, 

but only a moral interpretation of phenomenaé 

  

Friedrich Nietzsche, 1886.17  

  

  

     The idea of óthe moral landscapeô is rooted in philosophical thought as a place 

that determines human morality at group level.  In Nietzscheôs philosophical fable 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1896) for instance, the moral landscape is depicted as a 

desert where moral codes are dictated and governed by the fierce entity instilled in 

the social imagination ï Christianity.  To the atheist Nietzsche, the fierce entity is a 

mystical dragon with golden scales that reflect the words óThou Shalt!ô under the  

oppressive sweltering sun.  Thus, using Christian symbolism against itself, 

Nietzsche writes that there can be no liberal democracy until people rationalise 

their inbuilt fear of the dragon as a tyrannical óguardian of traditionô that dictates 

the stern extents of good/evil.18   

 

Writing just over a hundred years on from Nietzscheôs Zarathustra, neuroscientist 

Sam Harrisô Moral Landscape (2010) is also a hypothetical place.  As opposed to a 

desert however, it is a mountainous landscape of all possible human experience 

where peaks represent the heights of human well-being, and valleys represent the 

worst of human suffering.  Harris echoes Nietzsche by rejecting religions doctrines 

of good/evil, but to stake the argument that that those of the metaphorical valleys 

have a disparate lived experience to those of the peaks, and as such that there is 

a spatial basis to how ómoralô a person, group, or phenomena has the capacity to 

be.  Therefore, where Nietzsche proposed a free-thinking ¦bermensch [óovermanô] 

approach to óthe ideal future humanô as a goal for society to set for itself, Harris 

contends that scientific enquiry (i.e., behavioural analytics) is the key to resetting 

 
17Ш7ĲǃŸŰĬЮ]ŸŸĬЮċŰĬЮEƻŔũШяΝΥΥΣѐШыΝΦΦΥаШΣΠьЮШ 
18ШÉĲĲШċũƚŸШ ŔĲƣǍƚĦőĲќƚШ7ĲǃŸŰĬЮ]ŸŸĬЮċŰĬЮEƻŔũШыΝΥΥΣьШŔŰШƽőŔĦőШőĲШƖĲƻŔƚŔƣƚШŔĬĲċƚШŉƖŸůШüċƖċƣőƨƚƣƖċШŔŰШċШ
ůŸƖĲШƓŸũĲůŔĦċũШċƓƓƖŸċĦőЮ  
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the moral landscape of modern society.  Both Nietzscheôs and Harrisô texts on the 

moral landscape have incurred academic criticism, i.e., both having been directly 

challenged by theologian Craig Hovey for their atheist stance (vs. Nietzsche, 2008; 

vs. Harris, 2012).  However, the idea that society is set into a historically framed 

moral landscape of right/wrong resonates in sociological, urban, geographical, and 

wider scholarship on the moral geographies of place/space as I now unpack. 

Moral Geography; incorporating moral geographies of sex work 

 

 

Je suis lôespace o½ je suis  

[I am the space where I am].  

  

No±l Arnaud, 1950.19  

  
  

  

     Succinctly, moral geography refers to the idea that ócertain people and practices 

belong in certain spaces/places - and not in othersô (Cresswell, 2007: 128).  But as 

cultural geographer Tim Cresswell adds, this is a deceptively simple definition; for 

the concept of moral geography essentially underlines the centrality of the reading 

and understanding of geographical objects (like urban space) though sociological 

objects (i.e., gender, sexuality, race, age, class, health, disability) in contemporary 

scholarship and in social commentary of the past (ibid.).   

 

In terms of the past, geographer Felix Driverôs Moral Geographies (1988) is widely 

credited as the first to press the significance of moral geography as an empirical 

forcefield that emerged in the dominant discourse surrounding the moral óthreatô of 

the nineteenth-century city as the Industrial urban schema of the period took hold.  

As geographers Stephen Legg and Michael Brown (2013: 153) have observed of 

the historical geography and scale of moral regulation, the geographical academy 

owes much to Driverôs innovative study; with leading scholarship under titles of 

ómoral geographyô having since focused on codes of conduct and the regulation of 

 
19ШxѢĳƣċƣЮĬѢĳĤċƨĦőĲЮыΝΦΡΜьЯШƣƖЮШŔŰШ]ċƚƣŸŰШ7ċĦőĲũċƖĬЯШÑőĲЮƓŸĲƣŔĦƚЮŸŉЮƚƓċĦĲШыΞΜΝΠаШΝΡΣьЮШ 
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human behaviour through spatial relations [e.g., Matless, 1994, 1997; Cresswell, 

1996, 2007; Proctor, 1998; Smith, 2000, 2001, 2007; Valentine, 2005; Setten and 

Brown, 2009; Barnett, 2014; Setten, 2020].  Writing in the Journal of Historical 

Geography, Legg and Brown are understandably encompassing the field of 

geography in their discussion of Driverôs contribution.  Additionally however, Driver 

also highlights in pioneering study how ómoral geographyô colonised the emerging 

corridors of social science in the mid-nineteenth century - which further stimulated 

new ways of thinking about society and space. 

 

In Moral Geographies, Driver (1988) takes us back into the heart of the ódarknessô 

of the nineteenth-century city [predominantly London] to illustrate the tenacity with 

which contemporaries exercised ethnographic trends of ómoral mappingô in the city 

as something of a óliveô social laboratory under heightened scales of urbanisation.  

Primarily, this mode of moral mapping sought to make conceptual links between 

the ódireô spatial economies of the urban ólower classesô and ómoral illsô that were 

thought to have been made manifest by the raising and overcrowding of Industrial 

communities.  As Driver observes, the ómoral illsô that tended to fall under the lens 

of moral geographers during the period were drunkenness, criminality, vice and 

prostitution ï but which were consistently mapped alongside pauperism, physical 

illness and even ólunacyô to thereby calculate in the broad, onlooking middle-class 

imaginary as a ócumulative moral syndromeô of óbad environmentô.  To this effect, 

Driver makes clear that this mode of moral geography reductively diagnosed (or 

labelled) the urban ólower classesô as deviant and diseased en masse.  However, 

based on its altruistic call for the structural improvement of the living and working 

conditions of óthe poorô in the wider crusade for social reform, Driver concludes 

that this mode of moral mapping essentially brought to the fore the significance of 

the role of space in social outcomes (pp.287-87). 

 

Resonating with Driverôs retrospective interpretation of the ameliorative angle of 

nineteenth-century moral geography, the rationale for ómoral mappingô during the 

period was largely to draw attention to óspatially conditioned moral decayô in the 

bid for reform as the Leeds reformer James Hole (1866) wrote at the time:  
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In a dark, dirty, crowded, ill-ventilated court or backstreet, common 
sense perceives, what is confirmed by the largest experience, that is 
as difficult for health and virtue to exist as for the vegetation of the 
tropics to thrive amidst the snows of Iceland.  
 

(p. 1). 
 

  

As the above passage captures, Hole laid out the difficulties of Britainôs urban 

óworking-classesô to óconformô to societyôs expectations of health and virtue owing 

to the rudimentary and oppressive living conditions that had been afforded to the 

worst-off in society.  However, there is a saliently recurring theme across the wider 

corpus of nineteenth-century moral geography in which the urban ólower classesô 

are reduced to dark and animalistic narratives.  Moreover, the chief projectors of 

such narratives were of the most authoritative [male] voices of the period including 

physicians, politicians, clergymen, reformers, city journalists, and eminent urban 

architects who either undertook their own moral mappings of ólow urban quartersô 

or quoted directly from readily produced moral mappings.  For instance, in one of 

his best-selling reports as Londonôs Medical Officer of Health, pathologist and privy 

councillor Sir John Simon (1849) drew on produced moral mappings of Londonôs 

rookeries [óslumsô] to describe the inhabitants as the cityôs óswarmsô; explicitly ñthe 

swarms who have to learn that human beings should dwell differently from cattle, 

swarms by whom delicacy and decency in their social and moral relations are quite 

unconceivedò (p. 193).  

 

A year on from Sir Simonôs official report on óthe swarmsô of London, the reverend 

Thomas Beames (1850) published his own moral mapping of the rookeries which 

he described as óhotbeds of moral pestilenceô, órendezvous of viceô, and ónurseries 

of felonsô that altogether óthrive in their sinister concealmentô (p. 80, 149).  Beamesô 

reference to the wonton ósinister concealmentô of óthe social morassesô specifically 

met with the central argument of many moral mappers during the period which was 

that the urban ólower classesô ought to be brought under the immediate supervision 

of the ómorally superiorô middle-class publics.  This argument is graphically evident 

in the travelling city journalist James Silk Buckinghamôs (1849) proposed blueprint 

for óa model city and communityô in which he wrote: 
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there will be no secret and obscure haunts for the retirement of the 
filthy and the immoral from the public eye, and for the indulgence of 
that morose defiance of public decency which such haunts generate 
in their inhabitants.  

  

(p. 197). 

 

Against Buckinghamôs underlying admonishment of the urban ólower classesô (or 

the so-described ófilthy and immoralô) for their ómorose defiance of public decencyô 

however, the eminent London architect George Goodwin [editor of The Builder20] 

delivered his moral mapping of óworking-classô urban quarters in a more pragmatic 

approach that advocated for the un-building of the socio-spatial gulf between the 

urban rich and poor.  In Town Swamps and Social Bridges (1859), Goodwin called 

for ósocial bridgesô in the form of model dwellings, ragged schools, public parks, 

and wider refreshment of the urban landscape to ameliorate the social misery the 

ólower classesô had been plunged into under the building of ógreat citiesô.  Yet, for 

his argument to perhaps best be heard, Goodwin still used dark and animalistic 

narratives in so far as synonymising the urban quarters of the ólower classesô with 

óthe town swampsô (as per the title) which, he wrote, óferment moral disease in their 

structural darkness and concealmentô (p. 5). 

 

Accordingly, while textual strategies of nineteenth-century moral geography can 

read as altruistic (for óthe poor) or admonishing of óthe poorô, the use of dark and 

animalistic narratives is explicit across both angles.  As such, eminent historians of 

Victorian life have likened the popularisation of ómoral mappingô during the period 

to a middle-class moral crusade on urban space that naturally took urgency in the 

era obsessed with morality (Wohl, 1983: 81).  And beyond its reflections of middle-

class guilt/altruism, it is also observed in retrospect that ómoral mappersô merely 

reverberated the best-selling prose of Dickens and popular periodicals like Punch 

that took the ólow wrong-doings of the devilôs acresô as their staple fayreô (Dyos, 

1967: 8).  In either case, Anthony Wohl and Harold Dyos respectively demonstrate  

 
20ШÑőĲЮ7ƨŔũĬĲƖШƽċƚШ7ƖŔƣċŔŰќƚШŉŸƖĲůŸƚƣШċƖĦőŔƣĲĦƣƨƖċũШċŰĬШĤƨŔũĬŔŰŊШƓĲƖŔŸĬŔĦċũШĬƨƖŔŰŊШƣőĲШŰŔŰĲƣĲĲŰƣőрĦĲŰƣƨƖǃЮШ
[ŸƨŰĬĲĬШŔŰШΝΥΠΞШĤǃШsЮ ЮШcċŰƚŸůШыŰŸƽШĤĲƣƣĲƖШťŰŸƽŰШŉŸƖШĬĲƚŔŊŰŔŰŊШƣőĲШcċŰƚŸůШĦċĤьЯШÑőĲЮ7ƨŔũĬĲƖШƖĲůċŔŰƚШ
ċШƻċũƨċĤũĲШƚŸƨƖĦĲШŸŉШŔŰŉŸƖůċƣŔŸŰШŉŸƖШƣőĲШċƖĦőŔƣĲĦƣƨƖċũШĦŸŰƣƖŸƻĲƖƚŔĲƚШŸŉШƣőĲШċŊĲШċŰĬШƽŔĬĲƖШĬĲĤċƣĲƚШŸŰШƣőĲШ
ƚŸĦŔċũШĦƖŔƚĲƚШĦċƨƚĲĬШĤǃШƖċƓŔĬШŔŰĬƨƚƣƖŔċũŔƚċƣŔŸŰШċŰĬШƨƖĤċŰШŊƖŸƽƣőЮШÉŔŰĦĲШΝΦΣΣШƣőĲШƓĲƖŔŸĬŔĦċũШőċƚШĤĲĲŰШ
ťŰŸƽŰШċƚШ7ƨŔũĬĲƖШыƚĲĲШƽƽƽЮĤƨŔũĬĲƖŔŰĬĲǂЮŸƖŊѐШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝƚƣШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮ  

http://www.builderindex.org/
http://www.builderindex.org/
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that moral mapping in-part contributed to the cultural consumption of poverty as an 

entertainment which simultaneously turned óthe slumsô into a public spectacle.  But 

beyond the pornographic interest in the lives of óthe great unwashedô ï to highlight 

the ócomedicô yet disparaging term for the ópoorô coined by the Victorian play-write 

Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1830)], the findings of moral mapping were consumed as 

scientific gospel by the predominantly middle and upper class audiences of moral 

geographyôs literature (Driver, 1988: 280).  Furthermore, this gospel was reinforced 

in public lectures on the urgent topic of social and moral hygiene.  An example of 

this being the sermonic lecture of the revered urban evangelist Robert Bickersteth 

in 1855 who graphically informed the middle-class congregation that ñto speak of 

the moral condition of the lower classes, you might as well talk of cleanliness in a 

pig sty, or of limpid purity in the contents of a cesspool.ò21 

 

 

Notably in this lecture, Bickersteth made several references to the proliferation of 

female prostitution in urban centres22, which connects to literature of the leading 

social reformers of the period who consistently upheld that female prostitution was 

the ógreat social and urban evilô (Richelot, 1857; Mayhew, 1862; Newman, 1869; 

Acton, 1870; Logan, 1871; Booth, 1889).  Accordingly, of all óspatially conditioned 

moral illsô that fell under the contemporaneous lens of moral geography, moral 

mappings encountering female prostitution were received with such ethnographic 

agency that they furnished parliamentary debate.  Writing for the Westminster 

Review in 1850 for instance, the conservative essayist William Rathbone Greg 

quoted directly from a ómoral mappingô of Hull: 
 

 

I [moral mapper] have frequently met with instances in which the  
parties [female prostitutes] have traced their own depravity to their 
living conditions.  I found in one room in Hull a regular prostitute; and 
on asking the cause of her being brought to this, she stated that she 
lodged with a married sister and slept in the same bed with her and 
[the sisterôs] husband; that hence improper intercourse took place, 
and from that time she gradually became more and more depraved, 
until at length the streets were her only recourse. 
                                                                                   
                                                                                            (pp.468-9).  
 

 
21Ш9ŔƣĲĬШĤǃШ]ĲŸƖŊĲШ]ŸŸĬƽŔŰШŔŰШÑŸƽŰЮÉƽċůƓƚЮċŰĬЮÉŸĦŔċũЮ7ƖŔĬŊĲƚШыΝΥΡΦаШΞΝьЮШ 
22ШfĤŔĬЮ 
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In the given article, William Rathbone Greg was confronting the abysmal treatment 

accorded to female prostitutes in socio-political contexts.  This was a brave stance 

for Greg to have taken at the time; given that the female prostitute figure (not just 

the practice of prostitution) had come to be seen as óthe social evilô in broad public 

opinion.  In Judith Walkowitzôs landmark Prostitution and Victorian Society (1980), 

which remains one of the most important texts on the social and political treatment 

of female prostitutes during the nineteenth-century, Walkowitz emphasises that the 

reformative rhetoric that dominated the period (in which, she notes, moral mapping 

was implicit) shaped a far-reaching classist ideology whereby prostitution became 

wholly associated with óworking-classô women.  In also recognising the implications 

of nineteenth-century moral geography in the shaping of this ideology, the eminent 

urban and human geographer Philip Hubbard (1999) identifies the pernicious link 

that was made between óspatial deprivationô and óthe sexual discrepantô: 

 

if the modern city was known through misogynist urban texts which 

figured the [female] prostitute as óthe great urban evilô, it was those 

pseudoscientific accounts of epidemiology, disease and public health 

that succeeded in connecting prostitutesô sexual immorality and 

lasciviousness with the filth and environmental squalor of notorious 

inner-city slums.  

(p. 81).  

 

 

As Hubbard therefore elaborates, nineteenth-century moral geography was not 

geography per se, but rather a pseudoscientific attempt at the mapping of space 

on ómoral illnessô (ibid.).  And within which, as the contemporaneous strategies of 

moral geography infer, óthe street prostituteô bore the symbolic brunt of the urban 

evil that was said to generate in the moral miasma of ólow urban quartersô as the 

metaphoric ócesspoolô.  In this respect, nineteenth-century moral geography can 

make for uncomfortable reading given the explicitly derogatory narratives and 

metaphors that were attached to lives that were lived in excruciating poverty and 

hardship.  The dark and animalistic tones of the periodôs moral mapping could be 

considered a product of its time, or a means for reformers to get their respective 

call for change across by driving fear/disgust of the living conditions of those who  

had been quashed at the bottom of the periodôs glaring class hierarchy.  However, 
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as the door closed on the obsessively moralistic nineteenth-century - where such 

dark narratives of óthe poorô might have been left behind ï the burgeoning field of 

urban sociology in the twentieth-century remind us that the metaphoric ócesspoolô 

prevailed in urban commentary as follows. 

 

In Changing Cities (1991), urban sociologist Janet Abu-Lughod observes that it 

was through fear of modernity that the metaphoric ócesspoolô carried into the 

pioneering urban sociology of the Chicago School in the early to mid-twentieth 

century.  As Abu-Lughod elaborates, this is recognisable because in seeking to 

conceptualise the city [based on Chicago] as a concrete ecosystem, the Chicago 

School almost entirely focused on deprived areas of the city to predict spatial 

indicators of social disorder (p. 21).  In which case, leading human geographers 

agree that whilst the term ómoral geographyô is never explicitly used in Chicagoan 

texts, the so-called Chicago ótraditionô is explicit with notions of morality (Holloway 

and Hubbard, 2013: 200).  

  

The empirical foundations of the Chicago School were laid by its founding father 

Robert Ezra Park who wrote in 1916 that ñinvestigation might well begin with the 

study of the characteristic types of social organisation that exist inébohemia, the 

half-world, the red-light district, and other moral regions pronounced in characterò 

(p. 602).  Taking this lead under the supervision of Park and fellow founding father 

Ernest Burgess, Walter Reckless reached óthe red-light districtô for his landmark 

doctoral thesis The Natural History of Vice Areas in Chicago [1925] which was 

published not long after as Vice in Chicago (1933).  In Vice, Reckless sought to 

órehearse and measureô the changes that had taken place in the local world of 

prostitution since the legislated closure of Chicagoôs brothels in 1913.  Reckless 

found that in the years following the wholesale closure of the cityôs brothers, the 

óvice emporiaô had quickly transitioned from the formerly segregated (or private) 

venues to the public space of impoverished neighbourhoods that showed the 

highest incidence of urban decay.  In largely encountering óvice areasô as a wider 

space of organised crime, Reckless argued that forces of transience, anonymity, 

gender imbalance, and spatially constituted óways of lifeô were the key indicators of 

the spatial materialisation of óred-light areasô in ónefarious entertainment areasô and 

óworking-classô zones of transition (pp.164-79, 250). 
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Recklessô incorporation of óthe working-class zone of transitionô in his study of óred-

lightô space is significant because at the time of writing his thesis, the said zone of 

transition had been a central foci of the Chicagoan collaboration The City (1925).  

In this text, Ernest Burgess introduced his now infamous concentric zone model 

[applied to Chicago] that honed in on the zone of transition as a spatial predictor of 

criminality, deviance, and social disorganisation.  On Burgessô model, the zone of 

transition contained the inner-cityôs migrant enclaves of Little Sicily and Chinatown 

alongside óthe ghettoô and óthe slumsô that, to Burgess, collectively marked the city 

of Chicagoôs óunderworlds of crime and viceô (p. 52). 

 

Based on the concentric model, Burgess posited a conceptual link between the 

social pathologies of criminality and deviance, and the impoverished (and ethnic) 

areas of the city.  In its stark emphasis on impoverished and ethnic areas of the 

city, Burgessô model has since been widely rejected by scholars of urban studies, 

sociology, geography, and wider disciplines for its reductive lens on denizens of 

deprived areas.  Writing in the Civic Sociology journal for instance, Andrew Abbott 

(2020: 9), himself a [later] Chicagoan sociologist, writes that the Burgess model is 

generally rejected for treating impoverished and ethnic areas as moral questions, 

and the more affluent areas (e.g., the middle-class suburbs) as spaces of moral 

ónormsô that didnôt require any such scrutiny.  Although as Abbott adds, Burgessô 

model is nevertheless considered to be the first theoretical framework of socio-

spatial urban diagnostics.  

 

However, in so far as the Chicagoan tradition of ósocial mappingô was informed by 

the American social survey movement of the 1890-1920 period, which had in turn 

been influenced by Charles Boothôs poverty maps of London (Abbott, 2020: 1), it is 

disputed that Burgessô concentric zone model was the first of its kind.  In the social 

history of towns and cities for instance, social geographer Richard Dennis (1990) 

points out that the Burgess model was anticipated by philosopher Friedrich Engles 

[1844] concentric model [applied to Manchester, UK] some eighty years prior: 
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Fig.2.1., comparison of Englesô model (Manchester) and Burgessô model (Chicago).23  

 

In a rich comparison of Burgessô [1925] and Engels [1844] models as juxtaposed 

in the diagram above, Dennis considers the similarities at descriptive level, i.e., the 

outer ring of the bourgeoisie and the inner-city ring containing migrant enclaves.  

However, Dennis emphasises that where the socialist-Marxist Engles conceived a 

capitalist ógeography of classô that spoke for the people, Burgess re-imagined this 

into a static ógeography of Othernessô that implicated citizens of deprived areas as 

the causal body of crime and deviance (pp.435-9).  For this reason, the Burgess 

model has been widely rejected as reductive in hindsight, but also incurred 

criticism in its time.  For example, the American sociologist James Quinn (1940) 

directly challenged Burgess for failing to address why crime and deviance was so 

concentrated in poorer urban areas. 

 

 
23 Lƴ 5Ŝƴƴƛǎ όмффлΥ посύΦ   
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Anticipating such questions, Chicagoan Louis Wirthôs Urbanism as a Way of Life 

(1938) had already expanded on Burgessô model to posit that the inner-city zone 

of [óworking-classô] transition was a spatial predictor of social disorder owing to its 

population density and diversity, together with the lack or absence of a cohesive 

set of social and moral ónormsô that existed in suburban, small-town, and rural life.  

Developing and defending the argument further, Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay 

(1942) married Burgessô model with Wirthôs theory of spatial density and diversity 

to produce the social disorganisation theory that ultimately marked the Chicago 

tradition.  Bearing some continuity with Durkheimôs [1892] concern for organic 

solidarity in the rapidly changing landscape of the nineteenth-century, Shaw and 

McKay staked the social disorganisation theory on variables accumulated through 

the some thirty-years of Chicagoan enquiry, such as socioeconomic status, ethnic 

heterogeneity, and residential instability, which, to Shaw and McKay, amounted to 

the clear social disorder that manifested in deprived areas.   

 

Accordingly, while the social disorganisation theory upheld the reductive lens on 

life in deprived areas of the city, social geographers Cater and Jones (1989) state 

that there can be little dispute with the social disorganisation theory at descriptive 

level in so far as we [society] have an in-built recognition that spatial differentiation 

is social differentiation made flesh: 

 

Throughout the English-speaking realm and in many other parts of 
the developed world, the inner-city (zone in transition) most certainly 
does contain concentrations of inferior and decayed housing 
inhabited by disadvantaged people and there most certainly is a link 
between these conditions and a whole pathology of crime, vice, 
deviancy, homelessness and every other imaginable form of social 
disorder.  
  

                     (p. 46, emphases in original). 

  

 

Against Cater and Jones however, sociologist Robert Bursick Jr. (1988) argues [at 

the same of writing as Cater and Jones] that the Chicagoan social disorganisation 

theory makes group-level assumptions of space which, even at descriptive level, is 

completely insensitive to the diverse realities of social and political life in deprived 
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areas (pp.520-2).  Writing for the Criminology journal, Bursick Jrôs paper carries 

unwritten echoes of Foucauldian governmentality - or óla conduit de la conduiteô [óthe 

conduct of conductô]24 - in Bursick Jrôs underlying argument that the Chicago tradition 

itself was wholly dismissive of individuality and individual motives towards the control 

of the self.  In a similar vein, contemporary urban sociologists reject the Chicagoan 

rationale as a óquasi-biological sifting and sorting of human lifeô which presents as a 

form of social Darwinism that reinforced the classist hierarchy in the concrete jungle 

(Harding and Blokland, 2014, pp.24-9).   

 

That said, on the fundamental nature of social/spatial differentiation pointed out by 

Cater and Jones in the extract above, the Chicagoan social disorganisation theory 

has been ongoingly developed into a criminological theory of place/space, and has 

thereby become one of the most influential theories in the field of criminology (see 

Walding, 2024).  And as urban sociologist Talja Blokland adds in her seminal text 

Urban Bonds (2003), the Chicago tradition overall doesnôt always fully compute in 

the globalised urban landscape today, but it does continue to direct hermeneutic 

avenues of urban study having signposted ï via its omissions ï questions of moral 

space and the role of space in social conduct (pp.19-21). 

 

Accordingly, in the decades since the Chicago school, scholarship has considered 

the ways in which moral geography is enriched by its close relation to the concept 

of moral regulation; which refers to the idea of the normalisation and naturalisation 

of social behaviours through forces of state-formation, regulatory powers, and 

social knowledge of Otherness (Corrigan and Sayer, 1985: 2; Dean, 1994; Hunt, 

1999; Legg and Brown, 2013).  As geographer Mitchell Dean writes in his Social 

Structure of Many Souls (1994), the meeting lensô of moral geography and moral 

regulation on place/space could therefore be considered a variant of sociologyôs 

óold faithfulô ï social control.  However, Dean maintains that moral geography and 

moral regulation are collectively distinct from social control; because where social 

control refers to the mechanisms society uses to maintain order, the interests of 

moral geography and moral regulation lay in how certain forms of identities, and 

 
24ШÉĲĲШ[ŸƨĦċƨũƣЯШΝΦΥΞЯШƓƓЮΞΞΜрΝЮ 
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not others, are legitimised by space.  Thus, as Dean adds, moral geography has 

been enriched by moral regulation which together go beneath the surface of social 

control to produce a politics of feeling towards óbelongingô (pp.147-9). 

 

In seeking to find and articulate the meanings of belonging through socio-spatial 

relations, contemporary scholarship encompassing moral geography and moral 

regulation has drawn on Henri Lefebvreôs landmark philosophical thought on the 

production of space [1991 (1974)] and the right to the city [1996 (1968)] (see e.g., 

Smith, 2001; Rogerson and Rice, 2009).  In the production of space, Lefebvre 

argues that capitalism prevails (and flourishes) by producing and occupying space 

to each societyôs own perpetuation.  In effect, Lefebvreôs theory supersedes Marxôs 

historical materialism (where class conflict constitutes the basis of social change) 

with geographical materialism which is theorised by power-centric spatial conflict: 

  

  What space signifies is dos and donôts ï and this brings us back to 
  power.  Space lays down the law because it implies a certain order ï 
  and hence also a certain disorder.  Space commands bodies.  This is  
  its raison dôeĔtre. 
 

 

(p. 121). 

 
 

In thereby seeking to deconstruct the idea that space just simply exists, Lefebvre 

emphasises the spatial production of social processes by distinguishing between 

three forms of space:  spatial practices (everyday routines), spatial representation 

(knowledges that order the space), and spaces of representation (reflections of the 

space that are created bodily).  Meanwhile, Lefebvreôs right to the city is a rallying 

cry for democracy and social justice through his conceptual call for urban spaces 

to be shaped by inhabitants, not just market forces.  As such, óthe right to the cityô 

has become a concept in itself in the sociological gaze of urban geography (e.g., 

Harvey, 2015, 2017), and has furnished the campaigns of social movements and 

urban activism for years (Merrifield, 2002; Leontidou, 2006; Christian, 2012).  In 

addition, scholarship specifically encountering the moral geographies and moral 

regulations of spaces of sex work had engaged with Lefebvreôs idea that space is 

a socially-produced phenomena; to relate this to sex work as a heightened feature 

of the urban landscape (Hubbard and Sanders, 2003).  In their study applied to the 
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interchangeable spaces of prostitution in Birmingham [UK] (i.e., on-street and off-

street), geographer Philip Hubbard and sociologist Teela Sanders concur to some 

extent with Lefebvreôs theory of space in so far as spaces of prostitution do bear 

reflections of the ordering of space by the capitalist state.  However, they contend 

that the production of óred-lightô space also reflects the self-occupied (or ólivedô) 

space of prostitutes which is subject to shifting moments of territorialization and 

deterritorialization.  Thus, Hubbard and Sanders argue that the localities of street-

based sex work emerges from, but is also produced by, the ongoing and recursive 

relationship between the óeverydayô spatial routines of sex workers and the spatial 

strategies enacted by the state, law, and community protests groups which all in 

all bequeaths the distinct ómoralô geographies of sex work (pp.75-89). 

 

In the article referenced above, Hubbard and Sanders note that there have been 

few studies relating to the spatiality of sex work that consider how female street-

based prostitution (in its óuseô of public space) is implicated in the making of urban 

orders (p. 75).  A review of literature encountering the space of prostitution shows 

that it has been well-documented that óred-lightô areas tend to manifest in certain 

areas of the city (e.g., entertainment areas, railway stations, óbackstreetsô, and the 

localities of urban decay), but omit thorough investigation of how these spaces of 

sex work are produced.  In the ecologist Richard Symanskiôs Immoral Landscape 

(1981) for instance, Symanski extensively maps óvice areasô across a number of 

North American cities.  Credited as the first to address the spatial distributions of 

prostitution in the ómodernô city25, Symanski draws on his dominant finding of the 

spatial isolation of prostitution to posit that such isolation is fundamentally shaped 

by historical ideologies of morality that society sustains.  Skirting the idea that the 

ódistastefulô trade of prostitution is constrained to ódistastefulô localities as a matter 

of course however, Symanski says little of prostitutionôs appropriation, occupation 

and óuseô of such localities.  Then, in a relational study published later in the same 

year, geographers Neil Shumsky and Larry Springer (1981) examine the changing 

location of the óred-light areaô in San Francisco between 1880 and 1934, alongside 

contemporaneous legal developments surrounding prostitution.  Finding that the 

enforcement of anti-prostitution laws (or policies) in certain areas of the city made 

 
25Ш[ŸƖШċŰШŸƻĲƖƻŔĲƽШŸŉШƚƨĦőШċĦĦƖĲĬŔƣċƣŔŸŰШƚĲĲШcƨĤĤċƖĬШыΝΦΦΦЯШĦőċƓƣĲƖШΝьЮ 
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prostitutes simply move location to avoid arrest, Shumsky and Springer argue that 

the significant urban pattern of the distribution and redistribution of prostitution is 

spatially ï not socially ï produced.  Thereby, the authors agree with Symanskiôs 

argument that prostitution is spatially constrained by ideologies of morality, but add 

to this that because attitudes towards prostitution shift according to social priorities 

of the day, the ongoing spatial isolation of prostitution also reflects the institutional 

and economic pressures of the ómodernô city ï albeit without observing the ways in 

which prostitution is implicit in such pressures. 

 

In further finding that both Symanski and Shumsky and Springer focused more on 

the trade of prostitution to draw spatial conclusions on the urban marketplace of 

sexual commerce, a collaboration of geographers followed-up later in the 1980s 

decade (Ashworth et al., 1988).  Pressing from the outset that óthe red-light areaô is 

a significant aspect of the urban scene but a neglected aspect of urban study in its 

own right, Gregory Ashworth, Paul White and Hilary Winchester also revisit Walter 

Recklessô Vice in Chicago [1933] in the advent of male purchasers of sex being 

more frequently motorists since the time of the Chicago School.  Applying this to 

their extensive mapping of óred-light areasô across a series of European cities, 

Ashworth et al. compare the spatial distribution of prostitution in ódesignated zones 

of erotic tourismô [such as Amsterdamôs De Wallen and Parisô Pigalle] with non-

touristic óred-light zonesô in the ódeprived urban quartersô of cities.  Through this, 

the authors agree that prostitution most certainly is subject to greater than usual 

institutional pressures of regulation, governance, and the wider reputation of the 

ómodernô city.  However, the authors further demonstrate that such institutional 

pressures illustrate the great paradox of óred-lightô space; in that it can be a major 

(touristic) contributor to the urban economy in one city, and a de-valued reflection 

of socio-economic, urban decay in another.  But in either case, the authors add, 

the production of óred-lightô space is intrinsically linked to the wider social and 

economic functions of the city.  To this effect, Ashworth et al. conclude that the 

spatial geographies of óthe red-light areaô can tell us more about urban life, and 

issued a critical research advocation: 
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An acknowledgment of the significance of areas of prostitution is an  
essential first step towards a deeper understanding both of the 
evolution of urban life and the nature of urban society as a whole.  

(p. 212).  

 
  

However, writing a decade on from Ashworth et al., Philip Hubbard (1999: 1) found 

that literature had remained remarkably reticent on the spatial significances of sex 

work.  Noting this oversight in the introduction to Sex and the City, his rich volume 

on the geographies of prostitution in the urban West, Hubbard re-affirms that óthe 

street prostituteô is historically (albeit not always) constrained to the spatial margins 

by code of morality and institutionalised pressures concerning the wider value of 

the city.  Critically however, Hubbard expands on this at length by incorporating 

themes surrounding the heterosexual ordering of cities, which, he argues, shows 

that there is a spatial basis to sexuality in general.  In applying this to spaces of 

sex work as localities of óalternateô sexual behaviour in the broad public imaginary, 

Hubbard illustrates how stereotypical connotations of the prostitute óOtherô are 

transposed onto óred-lightô space (and vice versa); to thereby demonstrate how 

social ideologies of morality and economic concerns of the city entwine to push 

prostitution away from óaffluent, gentrified, and polite spaces of social order and 

the sexually respectableô (pp.99-102, emphasis in original). 

 

Having essentially paved the way for a meaningful spatial discourse on sex work, 

Hubbard has emerged as a leader in the conversation.  This is to the extent that 

Hubbardôs academic expertise in the location, regulation, and impact of sex work 

in distinct urban areas substantiated his recent call to Scottish Parliament [2015] 

for a unified approach to the licensing and regulation of sexual entertainment 

venues.26  Furthermore, Hubbardôs associated works and collaborations have also 

brought the moral issue of the gentrification of óred-lightô space into question (see 

Hubbard, 2012, 2013, 2016; Hubbard et al., 2007).  This is an important issue to 

have raised in the spatial conversation on sex work, for as Hubbard (2013) writes, 

the processes of gentrification applied to óred-lightô space as a heightened urban 

 
26 ÉĲǂЮƽŸƖťЮĲǂƓĲƖƣЮĦċũũƚЮŉŸƖЮũċƓЮĬċŰĦŔŰŊЮĦũƨĤЮƖĲƚƣƖŔĦƣŔŸŰƚЮŔŰЮÉĦŸƣũċŰĬдЮ779ЯШΝΠШsċŰƨċƖǃШΞΜΝΡЮШя§ŰũŔŰĲѐЮШ
ƻċŔũċĤũĲШċƣШőƣƣƓƚаооƽƽƽЮĤĤĦЮĦŸЮƨťоŰĲƽƚоƨťрƚĦŸƣũċŰĬрƓŸũŔƣŔĦƚрΟΜΥΝΥΦΡΜЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΣƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮ 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-politics-30818950
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óOtherô can read as an attempt to ócleanseô the space (and wider metropolis) by 

removing óthe undesirablesô and ósexual miscreantsô to make way for new urban 

investments, middle-class residents, and polite spaces of consumption (pp.57-72). 

 

The moral issue surrounding the gentrification of óred-lightô space also informs a 

wave of scholarship on the proposed plans [at the time of writing] to relocate the 

historic óred-light districtô of Amsterdam to a purpose built complex on the outskirts 

of the city, and gentrify its (notably central) current location at De Wallen (see e.g., 

Aalbers and Sabat, 2012; Neuts et al., 2014; Pinkster and Boterman, 2017; van 

Liempt and Chimienti, 2017; Singelenberg and van Gent, 2019).  As these authors 

capture, the municipality fully expected the economic objections to the plans from 

owners and workers of the plethora of established sexual entertainment venues 

(e.g., brothels, strip clubs, sex shops and cinemas), and from proprietors of the 

pubs, caf®s, hotels, souvenir shops, and sex-centric museums that flourish within.  

Yet, as these scholars also point out, the municipality has met with unprecedented 

levels of support for the sex workers in the feeling that they are being evicted and 

erased from a locality that sex work has occupied since the seventeenth century.  

However, this argument also meets with the objections of non-supporters of the 

sex work/ers in the argument that De Wallen is one of the few óred-light districtsô 

that is so historically established that it has long served to prevent prostitution from 

spreading across the wider city of Amsterdam.  The distinct spatial contradiction of 

De Wallen as a wanted/unwanted feature of the landscape also informs Hubbardôs 

description of óexiting the districtô in his afterward to a City symposium (2012) on 

the [future] re-making of landscape of prostitution in Amsterdam.  Hubbardôs words 

read like an ending, not just as an afterword, but in capturing the strange sense 

that usually anticipates change; in this case that De Wallenôs paradoxical spell 

over Amsterdam will be broken when the [red] lights are finally faded out:   

 

The Wallen intensifies desire at the same time that it forbids it from 
running rampant through the cityé[it is] a space apart, an adult 
playground, a monument to polymorphous perversity, a containment 
zone, a human zoo.  And significantly it [has persisted] at the heart of 
the city. 

(p. 195). 
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However, as Hubbard points out, academic scrutiny of Amsterdam in the contexts 

of erotic tourism has been intensified by the fact that its world-famous óred-light 

districtô is one of the few of its kind that has remained in its historical milieus ï and 

in the locational heart of the city (ibid.).  In comparison, scholarship encountering 

the often dark, dingy óred-light zonesô in isolated or dis-used areas of cities tend to 

reinforce that these are the only areas that prostitution can operate ï because this 

is where scholars on the subject ultimately find the óred-light zoneô that falls under 

their wider observations of the lives of women working there, the male ópuntersô 

who go there, and the police who monitor it (see Hßig¬rd and Finstad, 1992 [Oslo, 

Norway]; McKeganey and Barnard, 1996 [Glasgow, UK]; Sharpe, 1998 [Hull, UK], 

Tani, 2002 [Helsinki, Finland]; Sanders, 2004 [Birmingham, UK]; Orchard et al., 

2016 [London, Ontario].  Though as this valuable body of research captures, the 

appropriation and occupation of óred-lightô space by sex workers, and the external 

responses to this óuseô of space in the realms of moral geography and moral 

regulation massively differ in so far as the scale or level of community protest, 

police intervention, and gentrification that plays out under the distinct contours of 

place. 

 

Accordingly, having come to the variables of place, I now summarise this section 

on the implications of place in the moral geographies of óthe red-light areaô (as a 

shifting geography) that this study addresses.  Having so far traced the conceptual 

career of moral geography through a review of literature encountering early social 

science and the óthreatô of the nineteenth-century city, the urban sociology of the 

Chicago School, and contemporary scholarship, the body of literature reviewed 

encapsulates the frequent intersections of ómoral geographyô and óred-light spaceô 

as a heightened moral question of place/space.  In terms of place, I will now move 

into a review of literature and cultural texts on or encountering Hull and Rotterdam 

respectively.  This is to review produced knowledge of the cities of the case study 

in historical and geographical contexts of place, and further to explore sociological 

contexts through local and external perspectives on the urban and social shaping 

of Hull and Rotterdam. Collectively, this is to familiarise with each cityôs persona. 
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The place and persona of Hull; 

 

 

lonely northern daughter,  

Holding through centuries her separate place.  
  

Philip Larkin, 1975.27  

 

 

  

 

Fig.2.2., Posterngate, Hull (2022).28  

 
27Ш7ƖŔĬŊĲЮŉŸƖЮƣőĲЮxŔƻŔŰŊШяΝΦΤΡѐЯШũŔŰĲƚШΟрΠШыxċƖťŔŰЯШΞΜΜΟьЮШ 
28Ш9ŸƨƖƣĲƚǃШŸŉШ9ŸũŔŰШ~ċƖũŔŰЯШ[ċĦĲĤŸŸťаШ§ŰĲЮcƨũũЮŸŉЮċЮ9ŔƣǃШыΞΜΞΞьЮ  
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     Kington-upon-Hull, generally known as Hull, is located on an outward limb of 

the northeast coastline of England.  As the map below indicates, Hull sits upon the 

northern bank of the tidal River Humber which is one of Britainôs largest deepwater 

estuaries and a major inlet of the North Sea.  Situated just 22 miles [35km] from 

the North Sea, Hull is also pierced by the navigable River Hull.29 

 

 

Fig.2.3., location of Hull on UK map (2023).30   

Covering a land area of just 27.5 square miles [71.5km2], Hull is a relatively small 

city (for perspective, it would fit inside Londonôs geographical boundaries around 

 
29ШcƨůĤĲƖЮEƚƣƨċƖǃЮШfŰƣĲƖƖĲŊШ ŸƖƣőШÉĲċШÅĲŊŔŸŰЮШÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮŰŸƖƣőƚĲċƖĲŊŔŸŰЮĲƨЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΣƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΟѐЮШШШ 
30Ш7ƖŔƣċŰŰŔĦċЮШ ƻċŔũċĤũĲШċƣШƽƽƽЮĤƖŔƣċŰŰŔĦċЮĦŸůоƓũċĦĲоuŔŰŊƚƣŸŰрƨƓŸŰрcƨũũЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΣƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΟѐЮШ 

http://www.northsearegion.eu/
http://www.northsearegion.eu/
http://www.northsearegion.eu/
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twenty times).31  Home to some 260,000 people [2021] however, Hull is the fourth 

largest city in Yorkshire by population (after Leeds, Sheffield, and Bradford).32  In 

terms of the county, Hull is historically a part of the East Riding of Yorkshire, but 

territorially stands apart as a unitary authority.  Hullôs unitary body began as the 

Burgesses of the Borough [1299-1440] which transformed into Hull Corporation 

[1440-1972] and then Hull City Council [1972-] as it stands today.26  The granting 

of Hullôs unitary authority dates back to the Royal Charter of 1299 which bestowed 

upon the [then] town the free customs and privileges of a ófree boroughô following 

Edward Iôs acquisition of Hull in 1293.  In the sense of the ófreedomô that this gave 

to Hull, the original 1299 Charter is heavily safeguarded at the local city archives 

[Hull History Centre].  Viewing of the parchment is by appointment only, and takes 

place under the close supervision of a senior archivist.33  The close guardianship 

of the Charter is not just because it is an irreplaceable artefact, but because it is 

looked upon by archivists, local historians, and citizens of the city alike as Hullôs 

óbirth certificateô; the signed and sealed royal deliverance of Hullôs independent 

place and personal thereafter.34  

 

Hull was granted over forty further Royal Charters over a five-hundred year period 

since the first in 1299.  In chronological sequence, the charters essentially tell the 

story of Hullôs independence.  For example, the charters grant the fortification of 

Hull [Edward II], the appointment of a Mayor, and to administer óStatue Merchantô 

which meant that trading contracts could be locally enforced and essentially gave 

Hull merchants the monopoly over commerce in the district and upon the Humber 

[Edward III].  Following on from this, if the parchments could be read like a flicker-

book, there is the charter that made Hull its own county in 1440, which lasted up 

until 1974, the charter of Civic Splendour which meant the postholder of the Mayor 

of Hull could carry a ceremonial sword, and the charter to embed a local Oligarchy 

whereby the Mayor and Aldermen could be elected by one another [Henry VI].35  

 
31Ш]ĲŸŊƖċƓőŔĦЮÅĲŊŔŸŰƚЮ7ƖŔƣċŰŰŔĦċЯШƽƽƽЮĤƖŔƣċŰŰŔĦċЮĦŸůЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝƚƣШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 
32ШÖuШ9ĲŰƚƨƚШΞΜΞΝЯШ§ǭŔĦĲЮŸŉЮ ċƣŔŸŰċũЮÉƣċƣŔƚƣŔĦƚЯШƽƽƽЮŸŰƚЮŊŸƻЮƨťоĦĲŰƚƨƚЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝƚƣШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ
ΞΣШxŸĦċũЮ]ŸƻĲƖŰůĲŰƣЮ ĦƣШΝΦΤΞЮ 
33 [ƖŸůШůǃШƻŔƚŔƣШŔŰШƓĲƖƚŸŰЯШ ŸƻĲůĤĲƖШΞΜΞΞЮ 
34Ш9őċƖƣĲƖƚжЮƣőĲЮůċťŔŰŊЮŸŉЮcƨũũЮШcc9ЮШ ƻċŔũċĤũĲШċƣШƽƽƽЮőƨũũШőŔƚƣŸƖǃĦĲŰƣƖĲЮŸƖŊЮƨťоƖĲƚĲċƖĦőрŊƨŔĬĲƚоƣőĲр
ůċťŔŰŊŸŉрőƨũũЮƓĬŉЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΞΝƚƣШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮ    
35ШƚШŰŸƣĲШΠΜЮ 

http://www.britannica.com/
http://www.britannica.com/
http://www.britannica.com/
http://www.britannica.com/
http://www.ons.gov.uk/census
http://www.ons.gov.uk/census
http://www.ons.gov.uk/census
http://www.ons.gov.uk/census
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But of all Hullôs charters, the first Charter of 1299 [a.k.a. Hullôs birth certificate] is 

the most significant.  While there is a running joke amongst local citizens that it 

was awarded on 1st April (óApril foolôs dayô) of 129936, historical accounts of Hull 

tend to inform the reader from the outset that Hull has been óa place apartô since 

the exact year of 1299.  In J.C. Craggsô (1817) atmospheric topography of Hull for 

instance, Craggs begins his account of the ópeculiar townô with a fairytale-esque 

passage on its acquisition by King Edward I [1293] which pre-empted the Charter 

of 1299.  Craggs writes that the King and his hunting party were coursing a hare 

which lead them into a clearing of what was then the small wool-port of Wyke-on-

Hull that belonged to the Cistercian Meaux Abbey: 

 

charmed with the scene before him, the King on horseback viewed 

with delight the advantageous situation of this hitherto neglected and 

obscure corner.  He wondered if it might become subservient to 

render the Kingdom more secure against foreign invasion, and at the 

same time to augment its commerce.  Tôwas the making of Hull.  

  

                                                                                                    (p. 1).  

 

Writing over a hundred years on from Craggsô visions of the Kingôs making of Hull 

however, local historians provide a less romanticised account of the Kingôs taking 

of Hull.  It is said that Edward has also identified a further óuseô for Hull ï being the 

perfectly dark, isolated place to launch his campaigns on Scotland (Allison, 1969: 

1; Thompson, 1990: 7).  Though whether the royal acquisition of the once obscure, 

neglected and sparsely inhabited hamlet is seen as the ómakingô or ótakingô of Hull, 

the very origins of Hullôs placename anticipates the solitary landscape that had so 

enticed the King on horseback.  According to a framed mural at a local exhibition 

on Hullôs maritime roots, the name óHullô derives from the Germanic óhuelenô [howl] 

which is attributed to the ghostly sound of the Humber meeting the North Sea.  In 

addition, the early spelling of óHumberô [óUmbriô] carries the Latin óto cover with 

shadowsô in the sense of a dark, black river.37    

 

 
36ШƚШŰŸƣĲШΟΦЮ 
37ШcƨũũеЮÂŸƖƣЮ9ŔƣǃжЮ ŰЮĲǂƓũŸƖċƣŔŸŰЮŸŉЮƖŸŸƣƚеЮőĲƖŔƣċŊĲЮċŰĬЮŉƨƣƨƖĲдШcƨũũШcŔƚƣŸƖǃШÑƖŸƨƓĲШыΞΜΝΞаШΟьЮШ ƻċŔũċĤũĲШċƣШ
őƣƣƓƚаооĬŔŊŔƣċũŔƚƚƨĲЮĦŸЮƨťоÂƨĤũŔƚőŔŰŊоƣőĲőŔƚƣŸƖǃƣƖŸƨƓĲоőƨũũрƓŸƖƣрĦŔƣǃоőĦĦЮőƣůũЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΞƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 

https://digitalissue.co.uk/Publishing/thehistorytroupe/hull-port-city/hcc.html
https://digitalissue.co.uk/Publishing/thehistorytroupe/hull-port-city/hcc.html
https://digitalissue.co.uk/Publishing/thehistorytroupe/hull-port-city/hcc.html
https://digitalissue.co.uk/Publishing/thehistorytroupe/hull-port-city/hcc.html
https://digitalissue.co.uk/Publishing/thehistorytroupe/hull-port-city/hcc.html
https://digitalissue.co.uk/Publishing/thehistorytroupe/hull-port-city/hcc.html
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Down the centuries, continuous processes of urbanisation in Hull have arguably 

overwritten the once eerily desolate landscape.  However, the sentiment of Hullôs 

remoteness prevails in literature.  After visiting Hull as part of his English Journey 

for instance, novelist J.B. Priestleyôs (1937) immediate impression of Hull was a 

place ósomewhere in the remote east where England is nearly turning into Holland 

or Denmarkô (p. 353).  Observing Hull as ósomewhereô cut-off from the south by the 

Humber and passable to ónowhereô in England, Priestley mused that ñunless you 

should happen to be going to one of the Baltic countries, Hull is out of your wayò 

(ibid.).  Notably, Priestleyôs gaze pre-dates Hullôs connecting infrastructure; namely 

the A-road link to the M62 northern corridor [1976] and the Humber Bridge [1981] 

which stitches Hull to the county of Lincolnshire (and beyond) on the south bank.  

That said, Hullôs óremotenessô has continued to produce poetry.  To the Coventry-

born poet Philip Larkin ([1976] 2003) who made Hull his home, ñthose who come 

here will find óa city that is in the world, yet sufficiently on the edge of it to have a 

different resonanceéan end-of-the line sense of freedomô (p. ii); a sentiment that 

is also captured in the following image:   

 

 

Fig.2.4., End of the line, approaching Hull terminus on the train (2024, own image).   
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Even at cursory reading however, the sense of Hullôs remoteness that prevails in 

literature and cultural texts on óthe city apartô is not purely geographical.  In local 

author Len Markhamôs Great Hull Stories (2003), the city is introduced succinctly 

as ógeographically aloofô, but as Markham elaborates, Hullôs comparative isolation 

produced óa no-nonsense, independent breed of people who turned their backs on 

the rest of the country and looked seawardô (p. 9).  Furthermore, a collaboration of 

historians at the University of Hull concur that Hullôs aloofness most certainly is a 

product of peripheral geography, but add to this that it is also a product of political 

interplay, maritime structures, and sustained migrant influences that collectively 

generated a distinct social and urban landscape that harbours a positive sense of 

pride as óa place apartô.  And though which, the authors add, Hull has historically 

been more familiar with her European hinterlands than the ómainlandô UK (Starkey 

et al., 2017, pp.1-2). 

 

The observation that Hull has been more connected to her European neighbours 

in the North Sea world resonates with a civic booklet published during the 1960s 

boom of Hullôs lifeblood fishing industry, which, delivered to every household in 

Hull, proudly affirms that Hull was ódestined from the first to be a seaport!ô (HC, 

1960: 9).  In respect of Hullôs destined ófunctionô as a seaport, maritime historians 

David Starkey and Michaela Barnard (2012) connect this to the sustained migrant 

influences in Hull in that Hullôs early port commerce and urban development was 

shaped by the coming of óforeign merchantsô to the once sparsely populated wool-

port, which also propelled Hull into the ranks of the Hanseatic League during the 

medieval period.  That said, the genesis of early migration reminds us that this 

influx óforeign settlementô was by no means unique to Hull.38  However, the leading 

diaspora historian Nicholas Evans (2017) illustrates significant links between the 

early patterns of migration in Hull and the cosmopolitan, entrepreneurial vigour of 

European merchant óPrincesô who came, settled, and assembled Hull into a social 

and urban continuity of the continent (pp.146-54). 

 

 
38ШШEŰŊũċŰĬѢƚЮfůůŔŊƖċŰƣЮ?ċƣċĤċƚĲШяÖŰŔƻĲƖƚŔƣǃШŸŉШòŸƖťѐЮШÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮĲŰŊũċŰĬƚŔůůŔŊƖċŰƣƚЮĦŸůЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШ
ΞΠƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΟѐЮШ 

http://www.englandsimmigrants.com/
http://www.englandsimmigrants.com/
http://www.englandsimmigrants.com/
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In terms of Hull social proximity to the continent, this sociological theme is readily 

recognisable in literature on or encountering Hull that spans centuries of life in óthe 

place apartô.  For instance, in Elisabeth Salterôs (2017) rich analysis of the wills of 

óordinary townsfolkô in medieval Hull, Salter, a scholar of English Literature, greatly 

illustrates the early socio-cultural vibrancy of the town through the diverse peoples, 

possessions, and commodities that had flowed into the burgeoning seaport (pp.41-

59).  Later, when the state-commissioned poet-topographer Thomas Baskerville 

visited Hull in c.1678, he found it remarkable enough to report back to the London 

óHQô that in Hull, ñthe women and girls have Dutch facesò (HMC, 1893: 313).  And 

then in the contemporary setting, sociolinguists Ann Williams and Paul Kerswill 

(2014) have detected significant Dutch intonation in the distinctive Hull accent. 

 

In respect of the distinctive Hull accent, a guide entitled óLearn to speak Hullô was 

circulated on social media during Hullôs year as UK City of Culture [2017].  It was 

intended to help City of Culture visitors to understand what the locals were saying, 

and included local sayings like ógizza croggieô [tr. give me a lift on the back of your 

bicycle] and pronunciations such as órerdô [road] and ówerkô [work].39  Reflecting the 

self-deprecating humour of Hull, a local civil engineering company re-designed its 

óroad worksô signs to read in the distinctive Hull accent: 

 

  

Fig.2.5., road works sign in the Hull accent [i] (2018).40  

 
39ШcŸƽЮƣŸЮĤĲЮƓƖŸƓĲƖЮѡÖũũЮШÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮċũŸċĬċĤŸĤĤŔŰƚЮĦŸůЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΝƣőШsƨũǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 
40Ш9ŸƨƖƣĲƚǃШŸŉШÅŔĦőШ ĬĬŔƚŸŰЯШcƨũũЮxŔƻĲШыΞΜΝΥьЮ  

http://www.aloadabobbins.com/
http://www.aloadabobbins.com/
http://www.aloadabobbins.com/
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Fig.2.6., road works sign in the Hull accent [ii] (2023).41  

 

Though whilst the signage was received in good humour and in some cases great 

affection, the attention that was drawn to the Hull accent during the City of Culture 

year also promoted locals to ask why their accent was soédifferent.  Addressing 

this, local journalist and author Angus Young (2024) explained that while the other 

parts of Yorkshire developed their dialect in Old English, outward-facing Hull was 

for centuries óa melting pot of Low Countries chatter and Baltic banterô. 

 

Accordingly, the idea of Hull as geographically-determined social ómelting potô of 

óOthernessô meets with the aforementioned description of Hullôs built landscape 

resembling an urban continuity of the continent (Evans, 2017).  Placing historical 

and architectural accounts side-by-side, the general consensus seems to be that 

the surviving parts of óOld Hullô could lead you to think you are ósomewhere that is 

not quite Yorkshire, but not quite anywhere elseô ï to borrow J.B Priestelyôs (1937: 

353) description.  However, while architectural literature on Hull tends to focus on 

the cityôs historical central buildings, historical accounts take us farther back still to 

show that the earliest footprints of urbanisation in Hull reflect a continental model 

(Gent [1765] 1869).  As Thomas Gent, a printer of York, observed, when Hull was 

 
41 /ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ ƻŦ wƻŎƘŜ /ƛǾƛƭ 9ƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΣ ·Υ ϪwƻŎƘŜ/ƛǾƛƭ όнлноύΦ  
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walled under the reign of its founder Edward I, the fledgling town assumed the 

ófortressô appearance of the French Libourne of Aquitaine ï a commune that was 

also founded under Edward I (pp.150-6).  The following images encapsulate this 

resemblance:  

 

  

Fig.2.7., map of Libourne, Aquitaine France (1634).42  

 

  

Fig.2.8., map of medieval Hull (1640).35  

 
42Ш9ċƖƣŸŊƖċƓőĲƖШ ŔĦŸũċƚШÑċƚƚŔŰЯШxĲƚЮÂũċŰƚЮĲƣЮÂƖŸǯũĲƚЮĬĲЮƣŸƨƣĲƚЮũĲƚЮÂƖŔŰĦŔƓċũĲƚЮéŔũũĲƚЮĲƣЮxŔĲƨǂЮ
9ŸŰƚŔĬĲƖċĤũĲƚЮĬĲЮ[ƖċŰĦĲЯШÑċƚƚŔŰШыΝΣΟΠьЮШƻċŔũċĤũĲШċƣШƽƽƽЮċƖĦőŔƻĲЮŸƖŊЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΝƣőШsƨũǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 
ΟΡШ9ċƖƣŸŊƖċƓőĲƖШìĲŰĦĲƚũċƨƚШcŸũũċƖШыΝΣΠΜьЮШ ƻċŔũċĤũĲШċƣШcc9ЯШƖĲŉШÖ??7оΟоΟоΞЮ  

http://www.archive.org/
http://www.archive.org/
http://www.archive.org/
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Though in terms of the distinct, continental urban landscape that we can still see 

today, architectural studies of Hull particularly capture the widescale Dutch and 

Italianate influences on the surviving built form (Hall and Hall, 1978; Neave and 

Neave, 2010); some visual examples of which are as follows: 

  

  

Fig.2.9., Dutch gables on King Edward Street (2019, own image).  

  

  

Fig.2.10., Italianate St Charles building, Jarratt Street [c1829] (2021, own image).  
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Bringing the recurring themes of Hullôs social and urban proximity to the continent 

together, Evans (2017) concludes that Hull was in fact óthe making of a mosaicô in 

the coming together of different nationalities, faiths, cultures and communities who 

lived and worked alongside one another to the common weal.  This, Evans writes, 

instilled a lasting óacceptance and absorption of Othernessô in the city that marks 

the egalitarian, free-thinking spirit of the place óat the end of the lineô (p. 146).  But 

as wider literature and cultural texts tell us, Hullôs óacceptanceô seemingly doesnôt 

extend to London.  As a Hull-born columnist who relocated to London writes: 

 

Nothing like a visit home to bring your ego thudding back down to 

earth is there?  Especially when that home is the fiercely egalitarian, 

brutally hard to impress, stonily unmoved by anything connected to 

óthat Londonô, donôt bring your fancy London ways up here city of 

Hull.  

(The Times, 2011)  

  

Hullôs historic aversion to óthat Londonô which is a recurring theme in literature and 

cultural texts on Hull is not found to be with the place or peoples itself, but as the 

centre of the óEstablishmentô.  This seems conflictive given that Hull is historically 

bestowed with Royal Charters.  However, further reading indicates that Hullôs anti-

establishment character is born of the distinct mosaic of óOthernessô, producing a 

free-thinking persona that has been emphasised at the various times that Hull has 

been an active centre of support for movements including socialism, suffragism, 

unionism, anti-fascism (Starkey et al., 2017: 10).  In terms of the latter, Evans 

(2017: 147) reminds us that Hullôs stronghold Jewish population has been settled 

in the mosaic since Napoleonic times and was never segregated as it was in other 

cities like London, Leeds, and Manchester (p. 147).  Notably, Hull was also active 

in the anti-slavery campaign.  Not least because Hull was the birthplace of the MP 

abolitionist William Wilberforce, who is still heralded as one of óHullôs finest sonsô, 

but because Hullôs black population had also been long settled in óthe mosaicô; in 

fact since Tudor times (ibid.).  Accordingly, Hullôs free-thinking conscious is found 

to be deeply ingrained, but also bears lasting significance in Hull as a local tour 

guide tells the visiting travel-writer Tom Chesshyre as part of his Tour of unsung 

Britain (2010):   
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People from here have always been radical like Wilberforce.  
Because this this is a port, weôve imported ideas from other 
countries.  Weôre not in the middle of the establishment here, 
we stand apart.  We donôt take kindly to authoritarian demands 
éthatôs just the way we are round here. 

(p. 33).  

 

Furthermore, authors encountering Hull have observed how the free-thinking spirit 

is inscribed on her distinct urban landscape.  This is most frequently illustrated via 

the white [not red] telephone boxes; with óstubbornô Hull being the only place in the 

UK to have its own telephone exchange [since 1902] (Atkinson, 2017: 10); a white 

telephone box can be seen in the image below: 

 

 

Fig.2.11., Kingston Communications [KC] telephone box,  

Jameson Street (2019, own image).  
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Gazing farther back still, historians observe how the free-thinking spirit of Hull is 

forever inscribed on the site of Beverley Gate [of the old town walls], the ruins of 

which have been carefully preserved as can be seen in the images below.  As 

Richard Gurnham (2016: 33) elaborates, it was at the Beverley Gate that Hull 

burghers deliberately sold off the church plate cheap to ópeasantsô before the 

Crown could seize it on the dissolution of the monasteries.  Then, in 1642, it was 

at Beverley Gate that Hullôs burghers refused entry to Charles I; óraising the 

drawbridgeô in the Kingôs face to prevent him from pillaging Hullôs armoury or 

enforcing a royalist occupation of the town during the suspected coming of the civil 

war ï for which, Hull is accordingly often blamed for starting (McDonagh, 2017, 

pp.61-87; Reckitt, 1952).   

 

  
Fig.2.12., illustration of Beverley Gate [1643] (c19th).43  
  

  
Fig.2.13., excavated and preserved site of Beverley Gate (2023, own image).  

 
43ШfũũƨƚƣƖċƣŔŸŰЮŸŉЮ7ĲƻĲƖũĲǃЮ]ċƣĲЮΤΩΧΦЯШcc9ЯШƖĲŉШÖ??~~оΟΜоΣЮШ 
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To return to Tom Chessyreôs aforementioned travelogue however, Chesshyre says 

that the reason he includes Hull in his tour [of óunsungô Britain] is because it is a place 

that the rest of the country chooses to ignore (2010: 11).  This resonates with 

external media coverage of Hullôs attainment of City of Culture status, for, as an 

article in the London-based The Times (2017) writes, the announcement [was] 

largely met with óshockô, ómockeryô, or ósheer confusionô with the city of Hull being óa 

place known only for remoteness and decayô.  The article went on to say that people 

had to take to the map to find out where Hull even was, and that internet searches 

merely emphasised Hullôs routinely high ranking in Crap Towns: the worst places to 

live in Britain [a series that describes itself as óThe Domesday of Miseryô44]. 

 

The poor external image of Hull has been attributed by local authors to the Industrial 

urbanisation of Hull during the nineteenth-century; for while this coincided with the 

exponential growth of the port, it changed the appearance of Hull into óone gigantic 

slumô (Gillet and McMahon, 1980: 287).  A local Captainôs historical account of Hull 

concurs that the population surge that was tied to the growth of the port meant that 

Hull became a predominantly óworking-classô residential dimension (Monson-Fitzjohn, 

1927: 61).  In an account of the horrors of Victorian Hull however, Elizabeth Frostick 

(1990) points out that Hull was still home to middle-class merchants and a wealthier 

social elite connected to shipping but in Hullôs limited land area the rapid building-up 

of Hull meant that óworking-classô homes were built on any spare footing; which was 

often ócheek-and-jowlô with middle-class residents (pp.44-6).  To a degree, this allows 

us to understand historian Gillet and McMahonôs image of nineteenth-century Hull as 

óone gigantic slumô; an image that echoes in wider scholarship.  In maritime historian 

Stan Hugillôs Sailortown (1968) for instance, Hugill explores the history and culture of 

sailortown quarters in nineteenth-century port centres across the globe.  Hugill finds 

a great distinction with Hull in that there was never a óseparateô sailortown quarter as 

in most other port cities owing to the limited land area; thus, Hugill writes, nineteenth-

century Hull was óone big sailortownô (p. 38). 

 

Aside from the sailortown dimension that Hugill observes, wider urban literature on 

the nineteenth-century reminds us that the rapid raising of an Industrial community 

 
44ШÑőĲШfĬũĲƖШƕƨċƖƣĲƖũǃЯШƽƽƽЮƣőĲŔĬũĲƖЮĦŸЮƨťШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΟƣőШsċŰƨċƖǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 
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and the severe overcrowding that ensued was by no means unique to Hull as a port 

or Industrial urban centre in general during the period (Lee, 1998; Lawton and Lee, 

2001).  However, a delve into contemporaneous literature as Felix Driver did in Moral 

Geographies [1988] brings forth a stark realisation.  This is that the rapid overbuilding 

and overcrowding of Hull was so severe that Hull suffered the highest death toll in the 

Kingdom during the Cholera endemic of 1853; a grave statistic recorded by a state 

physician in the immediate aftermath (Cooper, 1853).  Furthermore, Victor Baileyôs 

This Rash Act (1998) draws on archival material of local physicians and authorities of 

the period to find that the suicide rate in nineteenth-century Hull was disproportionally 

high for a town of its size, and further that it was linked at the time to the widescale 

environmental ósqualorô of Hull (pp.146-9).  Providing elaboration on the so-described 

scene, Bernard Fosterôs Living and Dying in Victorian Hull (1988) illustrates at length 

how the close-built, impoverished, ódarkô urban environment of Hull forged óa causal 

chain of poverty, drunkenness and viceô that became such a óway of lifeô [or survival] 

amongst the masses that it was relatively impervious to control (pp.180-99). 

 

While nineteenth-century accounts of Hull paint an extremely bleak picture however, 

Hull attained city status in 1897.  And on this basis there is a slight shift in narratives.  

In historian Richard Gurnhamôs Story of Hull (2016) for instance, his chapter on the 

turn of the twentieth-century captures Hull as a óvibrant, prosperous, self-confident 

placeô (p. 13).  With emphasis on the changing landscape, Gurnham illustrates how 

the coming of new civic buildings in the wake of city status (e.g., City Hall [1907], 

Guildhall [1914]) all at once stood stately in the city centre; emanating a new air of 

stature and hope about the place (pp.13-9).  In contrast, the majority of literature 

encountering Hull in the early twentieth-century echoes the grave sentiment that the 

refreshed landscape of Hull was about to be hit by a chain of external events that 

would collapse her into a decline that, to this day, she never truly recovered from.  

Firstly, historian Arthur Credland (2014) laments that on the outbreak of the First 

World War, Hull was one of the first cities in Britain to experience the aerial bombing 

of citizens; and endured concerted air-raids throughout the War.  To Credland, Hull 

was targeted because of her strategic importance as a port, her prominence on the 

coastline, and as a city óattachedô to Europe.  Echoing this, war historian Susannah 

OôNeill (2015) indicates that this is where Hullôs aversion to London really took hold.  

Because, OôNeill writes, at the same time the British government heralded Hull as the 
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most successful recruitment office in the country, the government relocated Hullôs 

anti-aircraft guns to London and provided no aid; meaning that Hull was very much 

left to ófight her own warô (p. 18).  In the aftermath, 95% of Hullôs housing stock was 

damaged or depleted according to a regional geographer (Wild, 1990: 253).  Wildôs 

study is focusing on the ways in which Hull Corporation optimistically built housing 

estate typologies on the outskirts of the city in the aftermath of the bombings, but this 

leads to his poignant reflection that the housing estates were completed on the eve 

of the outbreak of the Second World War when Hull would be near-decimated once 

again.  

 

It is well documented that Hull was one of the hardest-hit cities in Britain (along with 

Coventry and London) during the Second World War.  Adding a darker element to 

Hullôs ordeal however, cultural geographer David Atkinson (2017) recently uncovered 

a top secret ódodgy dossierô [1941] which reveals after years of its embargo that the 

bombing of Hull was of a certain óuseô to the British government.  Atkinson has found 

a team of government psychologists were deployed to Hull during the Second World 

War to obtain essays from children about their experiences beneath the bombs.  The 

essays were thematically analysed for words including óterrorô, ófearô, óshakingô, and 

óscreamingô as a means to indicate at what point the children would break.  Thus, it 

was based on the words of children, Atkinson writes, who described the ordeal in a 

stoic, matter-of-fact way typical to Hull, that the psychologists reported the following 

conclusion to parliament: 

 

The people are resilient, collectively the city and its infrastructure is  
 resilient.  Thereôs been no significant sign of the city about to break.45  

 

On this finding, Atkinson draws the conclusion that Hull was used as a óliveô social 

and urban experiment; for the government to collect data on the point at which a 

city and community would crack and cry for surrender, and apply this to strategies 

of the allied bombing of cities of the opposition [e.g., Dresden (see Addison and 

Crang, 2006)].  Atkinson therefore summarises, using the following image of Hull, 

 
45ШfŰШ ƣťŔŰƚŸŰЯШΞΜΝΤаШΝΠΣЮШ 
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that the psychologistsô report did not accurately reflect the scene, and thus the 

Establishment once again left Hull to fight her own war: 

  

  

  

Fig.2.14., Aftermath of air-raid: Mulgrave Street (1941).46  

  

Decades prior to the unsealing of the ódodgy dossierô however, it was already well-

documented that the government had issued a cruel blow to Hull.  In a painstaking 

account of the Hull blitz, Tony Geraghty (1989) begins with the sentiment that Hull 

recognised she was a critical national supplier in the period of war, and as such óno 

ship of hers missed a tideô during the war years.  At the same time, Geraghty writes, 

the government ordered a media blackout of the Hull blitz; enforcing that it was only 

to be reported as ómore bombings on a north-east coast townô to preserve national 

morale.  And as a direct result of this, Geraghty laments, Hull was omitted from the 

governmentôs initial post-War reconstruction budget (pp.3-36).  The lasting impact of 

 
46ШÂőŸƣŸŊƖċƓőжЮĬċůċŊĲЮΤάΧΣцΧΥЮШcc9ЯШƖĲŉШ9Ш?fx оΝоΝЮШ 
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this, as scholars of architecture have observed, is that the post-War re-building of 

Hull was óslow and piecemealô (Neave and Neave, 2010: 3) ï to the extent that a 

bombed cinema still stands a ruin a the time of writing:   

  

     

Fig.2.15., óNational Picture Theatreô, Beverley Road (2017, own image).  

 

However, literature and cultural texts on Hull also tell us that a certain light came 

back into the life of Hull in the aftermath of War.  As local authors on the lifeblood 

fishing industry of Hull elaborate, the active years of war had enabled fish stocks to 

recover which resulted in a post-War economic boom for the local fishing industry 

and community (Gill, 2003; Byrne and Ombler, 2017).  But as these authors also 

observe, this resulted in another cruel twist of fate for Hull.  As Joanna Byrne and 

Alex Ombler elaborate in Memory on the Waterfront, amid the economic boom, Hull 

trawlers became embroiled in a series of violent skirmishes with Icelandic trawlers 

over fishing boundaries in the North Sea, which became known as óthe Cod Warsô 
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[1958-76].  But Hullôs call for political support was dismissed because, persuaded by 

the importance of Icelandôs Keflavik military port to N.A.T.O, the British government 

agreed to 200-mile fishing restrictions on Icelandic waters ï which collapsed Hullôs 

lifeblood fishing industry overnight.  To Byrne and Ombler, this plummeted Hull into 

the lasting socio-economic decline that she has become most known for to external 

audiences (pp.271-301).  This observation is well evidenced by the routine use of 

Hull as a case study of óa deprived cityô in the health and social care academy (e.g., 

Wormald et al., 2006; Gatenby, 2010; Lambert, 2015).  Furthermore, the idea that 

Hull is óa place known only for remoteness and decayô as the aforementioned Times 

article (2017) suggests brings us full circle to Larkinôs poetic sentiment that, through it 

all, Hull ókept her face half-turned to Europeô.47  Larkin speaks of the positive sense of 

óa place apartô, but as the Yorkshire ecologist Richard Morris (2018) argues, this has 

also been to Hullôs own detriment: 

Being half turned towards something is also half looking away.  Hull 
with its Hanseatic heart, oceanic outlook and optimistic interwar 
suburban planning, remains one of Britainôs most singular cities.  It 
has also become one of the most deprived.  

(p. 153).  

 

But in succeeding Derry/Londonderry [2013] to become the second named UK City 

of Culture in 2017, Hullôs win reflects the theme of resilience which was also 

attributed to Derryôs win (Doak, 2014).  Additionally, Hullôs attainment of City of 

Culture Status has also been strongly attributed to her place and persona as óa 

place apartô which was the dominant theme of Hullôs bid (Starkey et al., 2017: 10).  

Notably, Hullôs campaign material for City of Culture status threw negative external 

imaginings of Hull back into the nationôs face by schooling external audiences on 

the ógolden rules of Hullô:  

1. Donôt pretend youôre something youôre not.  Donôt go around thinking that 

youôre better than anybody elseéor that anybody else is better than you.  

  

2. Rules are meant to be brokenébecause thatôs how things get done.48  

 
47Ш ŸƣĲШΞΜЯШũŔŰĲƚШΞрΟЮШ 
48ШìĲЮċƖĲЮcƨũũбШòŸƨÑƨĤĲаШ ŸƻċШÉƣƨĬŔŸƚШыΞΜΝΟаШΜΜаΜΝаΟΥьШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΞƣőШƓƖŔũШΞΜΞΞѐЮ  
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Having explored Hullôs place and persona as óa place apartô, there is no better way to 

summarise this section of review than to borrow the words of Teesside novelist David 

Mark on being asked in an interview by a national newspaper why he would choose 

to base his McAvoy crime fiction series in the city of Hull: 

 

[Hull] is a city on its ownéat the end of a railway line.  Itôs had the 
stuffing knocked out of it by the Germans and seen its main industry 
given away by the politicians that were meant to serve itéIt may 
look a little ragged around the edges ï and there are certain estates 
where you could be forgiven for wondering why you never heard the 
air-raid ï but my God it has character.  

(The Guardian, 2014). 

 

  

Fig.2.16., óWelcome to Hull ï City of Culture 2017ô signage on a  

derelict department store adorned with the óthree shipsô mosaic,  

King Edward Street (2019, own image).49   

I now go 247 miles, as the crow flies, across the North Sea to review literature and 

cultural texts on or encountering the city of Rotterdam. 

 
49ШxŸĦċũũǃШťŰŸƽŰШċƚШћƣőƖĲĲШƚőŔƓƚќЯШƣőĲШΣΣǂΣΠШŉŸŸƣШћ9ŸрŸƓШ~ŸƚċŔĦѢШяĤǃШ ũċŰШ7ŸǃƚŸŰЯШΝΦΣΟѐШĦŸůůĲůŸƖċƣĲƚШ
cƨũũќƚШƣƖċƽũŔŰŊШőĲƖŔƣċŊĲЮШШfŰШƣőĲШfƣċũŔċŰШŊũċƚƚШƽŸƖťШŔƚШƣőĲШxċƣŔŰШƖĲƚШƓĲƖШŔŰĬƨƚƣƖŔċůШƓƖŸƚƓĲƖċĲШыћƓƖŸƚƓĲƖŔƣǃШ
ƣőƖŸƨŊőШŔŰĬƨƚƣƖǃќьЯШċŰĬШћcÖxxќШŔŰШƣőĲШůĲĲƣŔŰŊШŸŉШƣőĲШůċƚƣƚШыƚĲĲШsŸőŰƚŸŰЯШΞΜΞΝьЮ 
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 The place and persona of Rotterdam;  

  

óRotterdam is a city 

where people have to 

work & we donôt like 

strange practices hereô, 

the Judge noted. 
 

Jules Deelder, 1986.50  
 J 

     

                                                                           Fig.2.17., Kubuswoningen (Cube Houses);                                                               
[architect Piet Blom, 1984], (2023, own image).  

 
50ШfŰШ?ĲЮ~ĲŰƚĦőЮ?ĲĲũĬĲƖШыƻċŰШ§ƨĬőĲƨƚĲŰЯШΝΦΥΣаШΠΞьЮШ 
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     Situated by the south-westerly coastline of Netherlands, Rotterdam sits just 19 

miles [30km] inland of the North Sea via the Hook of Holland.  Holding the largest 

and busiest world-transit port in Europe, Rotterdam is just 48 miles [70km] south of 

the capital Amsterdam and neighbours The Hague which is the seat of the Dutch 

government.  Straddling the tidal Nieuwe Maas [New Maas], a major estuary arm 

of the Rhine delta, Rotterdam has been directly connected to the North Sea by the 

man-made shipping canal Nieuwe Waterweg [New Waterway] since its completion 

in 1872 during the Industrial port expansion works51:  

 

  

Fig.2.18., location of Rotterdam on Netherlands map (2023).52   

 
51Ш7ƖŔƣċŰŰŔĦċдЮÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮĤƖŔƣċŰŰŔĦċЮĦŸůоƓũċĦĲоÅŸƣƣĲƖĬċůЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΝƣőШ~ċǃШΞΜΞΞѐЮШШ 
52Ш ĲƣőĲƖũċŰĬƚЮШ ƻċŔũċĤũĲШċƣШƽƽƽЮƻĲĦƣĲĲǍǃЮĦŸůоƻĲĦƣŸƖрċƖƣо ĲƣőĲƖũċŰĬƚЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΞƣőШƨŊƨƚƣШΞΜΞΟѐЮШ 
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Fig.2.19., location of Rotterdam out to North Sea (2008).53  

  

Covering around 125 square miles [324 km2], Rotterdam is the second largest city 

in Netherlands by area after Amsterdam.  By a population of some 600,000 [2023], 

Rotterdam is one of the most densely populated Dutch cities.  It is also one of the 

most ósuperdiverseô cities in Europe with the population of Rotterdam representing 

over 180 different nationalities according to the most recent census.54  Though the 

term ósuperdiversityô is a relatively new concept of urban scholarship that refers to 

the multidimensional and dynamic diversification of society led by increasing levels 

of global migration (Vertovec, 2017), a collaboration of local historians and political 

scientists have well demonstrated that Rotterdam is historically known as a place 

of superdiversity given the cityôs global port presence for centuries (Scholten et al., 

2020). 

 
53ШfŰШìŔŢĤƖċŰƚШĲƣЮċũЮШыΞΜΜΥьЮШ 
54ШìŸƖũĬШƓŸƓƨũċƣŔŸŰШƖĲƻŔĲƽЮШÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮƽŸƖũĬƓŸƓƨũċƣŔŸŰƖĲƻŔĲƽЮĦŸůоĦŔƣŔĲƚоŰĲƣőĲƖũċŰĬƚоÅŸƣƣĲƖĬċůЮШ
я ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΞΟƖĬШsƨŰĲШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 
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In terms of areal size however, geographers remind us that Rotterdamôs territory is 

formed of just 67% land; the remaining 33% being waterways that course the city 

at every turn which removes an entire third of the inhabitable ground.55  To put the 

limited land area of Rotterdam into further perspective, Netherlands itself is one of 

the smallest countries in Europe by a surface area of around 16,000 square miles 

[41,000 km2ϐ56.  The geographical ólittlenessô of Netherlands is a recurring theme in 

literature and cultural texts on Dutch ways of life, particularly when encountering 

the phenomenon that is the Dutch traffic jam.  As Colin White and Laurie Boucke 

write in the introduction to their humorous account The Undutchables (2012), you 

can drive across the entire Netherlands top to bottom in just three hoursétraffic 

permitting (p. 4).  Echoing this in a beautifully ethnographic journey of his beloved 

Netherlands, the acclaimed Dutch journalist Henk Hoffman (2001) illustrates how 

you can circumnavigate the entire country in just twelve hourséif you use public 

transport and swerve the usual, honking melee of motorists (pp.50-6).  But while 

such accounts paint a light-hearted view of the ólittlenessô of Netherlands through 

the medium of condensed traffic, histo-geographical accounts associate the close 

geography of Netherlands with a sociological sense of remoteness that resonates 

with findings of Hull in the previous section.  For instance, William Shetter (2002) 

write that óthrough its life, the Netherlands has faced the sea, turned its back on its 

neighbours, and stood aloofô (p. 55). 

 

In terms of this projected sense of remoteness, the Hilversom [north Netherlands] 

based sociologist and journalist Martijn de Rooi (2014) introduces Netherlands as  

óthe curious and amiable little country beside the North Seaô (p. 15).  In his story-

telling of the curious place through its peoples entitled The Dutch, I presume?, de 

Rooi muses that there are few places so appropriately named as óNetherlandsô; for 

the country is unusually low lying with over a quarter of its surface area below sea 

level.  Accordingly, he writes, as the Dutch saying goes, the country is óas flat as a 

pancakeô in reference to the local culinary speciality.  de Rooi adds to this on a 

more serious note however that the depths and altitude of Netherlands are ever-

changing owing to rising sea levels, and sea levels are what instilled the inherent 

 
55ШƚШŰŸƣĲШΡΤЮ 
56ШÉƨƖŉċĦĲЮŸŉЮ ĲƣőĲƖũċŰĬƚШыΞΜΞΝьЮШÉĲĲƽƽƽЮƽċċƖƚƣċċƣŢĲƓƖŸƻŔŰƻŔĲЮŰũьШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΥШ?ĲĦĲůĤĲƖШΞΜΞΞѐЮ   
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Dutch mastery of land-and-water management so many centuries ago.  Here, de 

Rooi offers another Dutch expression born of the mastery of land-and-waterscape:  

óGod created with world, but the Dutch created the Netherlandsô (p. 5, emphasis in 

original).  That said, internal and external accounts of Netherlands through a lens 

of people and place consistently remind us that this ócurious, amiable little countryô 

generally inspires two conflicting stereotypes.  As the British travel-writer Adam 

Hopkins writes in the introduction to his sensory account Holland (1998): 

  

[There is] the old-fashioned version [of Holland] from picture books 
éan open landscape with black and white cattle, canals, a windmill 
in the background, possibly a milkmaid in bonnet and clogséquaint 
and timeless. The other image is of Amsterdam, be it nightmare or 
dream, with near-naked prostitutes on view in windows, and heroin 
for sale on every corneré  

   (p. 1).  

  

In a more recent paper on the conflicting stereotypes associated with Netherlands, 

the Dutch media correspondent Titia Ketelaar (2001) maintains that if it is not the 

ótoy-town sceneô where óthere is a windmill, and preferably some tulipsô that people 

envisage when thinking of Netherlands, it will be the other ï that of óa sex crazed, 

drug-using, overly tolerant place with a liberal attitude to everything that is banned 

in other countriesô.  Ketelaar goes on to say that the Dutch are none too pleased 

with either stereotype, but at the same time, key stakeholders in the Dutch tourism 

economy still use one stereotype to antidote the other, thus propelling both myths 

(p. 26).  Notably, this was evident during fieldwork in Amsterdam in 2022, where I 

picked up the following souvenir magnets from the same stand in the same shop: 
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Fig.2.20., Souvenir fridge magnet, 

traditional scene  

(2022, own image). 

Fig.2.21., Souvenir fridge magnet, 

Amsterdam óred-light districtô  

(2022, own image). 

 

 

 

In relation to the contrasting imaginings concerning Netherlands as depicted in the 

juxtaposed images above, Martijn de Rooi writes in his aforementioned texts on the 

inherent traits of the Dutch that neither of these stereotypes fit with Rotterdam per se.  

As de Rooi writes, the city of Rotterdam is neither ótoy-townô in its gritty, urban port 

edge, nor does it have a reputation as an adult playground in the sense of touristic 

óred-lightô cultures.  That said, de Rooi points out that Netherlands manifests the two 

conflicting stereotypes through two of its major tourist allures in which Rotterdam is 

implicated.  That is, Rotterdamôs Keukenhof (óthe worldôs largest tulip gardenô) which 

attracts a million visitors every springtime, and then Amsterdamôs óred-light districtô 

[De Wallen] which attracts the same number of visitors every month (pp.108-15).  In 

terms of the latter, de Rooi notes that Amsterdamôs óred-light districtô is historically a 

major attraction because even those who do not wish to purchase sex or drugs just 

need to see it with their own eyes; a place where óprostitution is a culture, and coffee 

shops display cannabis like sweetsô (2014: 112, emphasis in original).  Adam Hopkins 

(1998) agrees that the renowned district flourishes as a living gallery of nefarious 
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curiosities that exist in plain sight, despite the óseedyô reputation of the district where 

up until the relatively recent 1970s you could ï if you really wanted to that is ï see a 

sex show of women copulating with animals (p. 179). 

 

Accordingly, this resonates with Philip Hubbardôs (2012) description of De Wallenôs 

historic, laissez-faire allure as óan adult playgroundô (or óhuman zooô), through which, 

as Hubbard reminds us, Amsterdam has long been a glaring object of scrutiny in sex 

work research (p. 195).  Moreover, it is Amsterdam ï not Rotterdam ï that literature 

and cultural texts on Netherlands tend to pay more attention to; that is, as the capital 

city and as the historic centre of the Netherlandôs social and cultural elite (Buursink, 

1997).  As the Rotterdam-based cultural geographer Jan Buursink observes, it is for 

such reasons that Rotterdam is óan unknown cityô to the social sciences.  In his paper 

on the cultural strategies of Rotterdam in the run-up to its year as European Capital 

of Culture [2001], Buursink acknowledges that one of the primary reasons Rotterdam 

is ôlesser knownô is because the vast majority of local texts on the city are published 

in Dutch.  To Buursink, this is understandable in locational contexts but also suggests 

that there is an embedded assumption that there is no great interest in Rotterdam as 

there is with Amsterdam.  Having experienced a difficulty to find texts on Rotterdam 

in English to review myself, this allows us to understand Buursinkôs lament that local 

texts that do make it into print in other languages predominantly focus on one (or a 

mixture) of three themes:  óthe portô, óthe bombingô [1940], and óthe strange buildingsô 

that came in the rebuilding and ongoing development of the city since (pp.67-9).  In 

such case however, a reading of literature and cultural texts encountering these key 

themes is significant because collectively it builds a sociological sense, via the cityôs 

triumphs and ordeals, of the place and persona of Rotterdam as follows. 

 

In terms of the port, it is understandable that this is what Rotterdam is most known 

for by external audiences.  Not least because it is the largest and busiest seaport in 

Europe, and the largest outside of Asia.  For a time, Rotterdam was the largest and 

busiest port in the world and was only overtaken relatively recently in the rankings by 

the port of Singapore in 2004 and the port of Shanghai since.57  In any case, the port 

of Rotterdam is a major international hub which reflects in the landscape of the urban 

 
57ШÂŸƖƣЮŸŉЮÅŸƣƣĲƖĬċůШыΞΜΞΠьЮШÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮƓŸƖƣŸŉƖŸƣƣĲƖĬċůоƓŸƖƣċƨƣőŸƖŔƣǃЮĦŸůоĲŰЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝƚƣШsƨŰĲШΞΜΞΠѐЮ 

http://www.portof/
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and social character of Rotterdam as óa world cityô (van de Laar, 2004, 2007).  Amidst 

the dominant perspective that the port is the óheartbeatô of Rotterdam (ibid.), it is also 

noticeable that in local literature on the port (both in the historical and contemporary 

gaze), a deep sense of local pride for the cityôs port function emanates from every 

page.  Even beneath the tables upon tables of statistics relating to Rotterdamôs port 

development and chronological tonnage growth, there is an unwritten sense of ólook 

what we did!ô - or as the Rotterdam Port Authority [2024] beams from the top of its 

website, ñthis port takes you ahead!ò58  What also shines from the tables of statistics 

and the chronological surveys of the portôs exponential growth over the years is the 

sociological sense of Rotterdamôs industrious character.  There is no better way to 

capture this than in the cityôs motto deeds not words, which is symbolised in the cityôs 

central statue of óthe dike buildersô below: 

  

 

 

Fig.2.22., statue of óthe dike buildersô,  

the cityôs symbol of ódeeds not wordsô. 

Maashaven quay, Rotterdam (2023).59  

 
58ШƚШŰŸƣĲШΣΟЮ 
59Ш9ŸƨƖƣĲƚǃШŸŉШ7ċƖƣШ7ŸƚЮШÉĲĲШőƣƣƓƚаооƽƽƽЮĬĲőċƻĲŰũŸŸĬƚЮŰũоŰŔĲƨƽƚоċũŊĲůĲĲŰоΠΣΟΣΠоƚǃůĤŸŸũрƻŸŸƖр
ŊĲĲŰрƽŸŸƖĬĲŰрůċċƖрĬċĬĲŰЮШя ĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΥƣőШ?ĲĦĲůĤĲƖШΞΜΞΟѐЮ 

https://www.dehavenloods.nl/nieuws/algemeen/46364/symbool-voor-geen-woorden-maar-daden
https://www.dehavenloods.nl/nieuws/algemeen/46364/symbool-voor-geen-woorden-maar-daden
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Further encapsulating Rotterdamôs locally-constituted character of deeds not 

words, Jan Schraverôs Gateway to Europe (1948) provides an exhaustive account 

of the life and times of the port of Rotterdam from the thirteenth century to the mid-

twentieth century.  Schraver, a retired shipôs captain of Rotterdam at the time of his 

writing, begins his account with Rotterdamôs humble beginnings; transporting us 

back to a small fishing hamlet set down on a dam by the river Rotte [Rotte carrying 

the meaning of ódirtyô, ómuddyô water60].  Schraver tells us that as the small, close-

knit settlement grew alongside the prowess of the provincial fishing economy, the 

little hamlet became the little town of Rotte-dam (pp.12-6). 

 

Schraver goes on to write with immense pride that after only a few decades had 

gone by in the little town, Rotte-dam took her place in the ranks of Dutch cities in 

the year 1340; with city and judicial rights granted by William IV, Count of Holland.  

Then, just two days after attaining city status, óthose plucky fishermen of the Rotteô 

dug a canal that connected Rotterdam to the busy River Schie.  This gave the city 

direct waterway communication with the important cloth towns of Delft and Leiden, 

and with the ambitious óRotte folkô exercising their judicial rights from the outset to 

establish a customs-free dock, Rotterdam quickly became the desired port of entry 

for the English wool staple.  Schraver notes that the English wool staple had long 

been established at the neighbouring port of Dordrecht.  Thus, he writes, it took 

less than a decade for Rotterdam to óoutsmartô and óoutrivalô Dordrecht, and also 

led to many English merchants settling in Rotterdam by which the city became 

known, for a time, as óLittle Londonô (pp.19-28). 

 

Notwithstanding his immense pride for the port and city of Rotterdam that reflects 

throughout the text, Schraver does unpack the ways in which the early prosperity 

of Rotterdam stalled massively at various times.  For instance, it stalled towards 

the end of the fourteenth century owing to the Wars of Britainôs Charles V, and it 

was not until the sixteenth century that Rotterdam experienced a trade revival.  

But what Schraver is telling us is that Rotterdam pre-empted the trade revival and 

saw it as an additional opportunity for urban growth.  In becoming something of a 

 
60ШÉĦőƖċƻĲƖќƚШƣƖċŰƚũċƣŔŸŰШыΝΦΠΥаШΝΞьЮ 
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óshrewd middle-womanô Schraver writes, Rotterdam imported articles-de-luxe from 

France and exported them to England, to then carry coal from England to France 

on the return leg.  Because prior to the trade revival, Rotterdammers had had the 

foresight to fortify the city and engineer closed river arms into docks to facilitate 

heavier-duty shipping.  This also saw Rotterdam become one of the nationôs five 

Admiralty Ports for the fleet of the United Provinces which further attracted wealthy 

settlers from the nearby provinces who resurrected Rotterdamôs urban fa­ade of 

merchant grandeur.  Schraver elaborates that when Rotterdamôs prosperity stalled 

again during the Napoleonic Wars which resulted in her óunimportance as a staple 

marketô, Rotterdam once again turned this into an opportunity by building a system 

of bonded warehousing that bears the early signature of her port-urban identity as 

óthe Gateway to Europeô (pp.26-44, 186-7). 

 

While Schraver continues to take us down numerous long and winding streams of 

Rotterdamôs shipping history, it takes time to recognise that his account which is 

held to the section of ómaritime historyô contains a major sociological observation 

of the place and persona of Rotterdam.  It is an observation worth waiting for, from 

someone who sailed Rotterdamôs waters and lived on her land.  For as Schraver 

summarises, Rotterdamôs port and urban growth from her humble beginnings not 

only encapsulates the grit of a place of geographically-determined port destiny, but 

also encapsulates the shaping of Rotterdamôs hardworking persona as a city that 

órolls her sleeves upô and ógets things doneô (pp.126-33).  Schraverôs writing is so 

eloquent that beyond the statistics he provides that may read as incredibly boring 

to those with little interest in maritime history, we can picture the óplucky Rotte folkô 

developing the city of stature in short sharp phases ï often through adversity - on 

the turn of every page.  To provide a visual snapshot of this however, the following 

images show the urban transition of the small hamlet set down on a dam by the 

Rotte into the fine city of Rotterdam with its flag-adorned spires: 
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Fig.2.23., Fishing hamlet of the dam by the Rotte (c1200-20).61  
 

 

 

Fig.2.24., City of Rotterdam engraving (1500).62  

 
61ШxċŰĬЮŸŉЮÅŸƣƣĲцĬċůЮΤΥΣΣцΤΥΥΣЮШÉ~ ЯШƖĲŉШΠΜΜΝЮШ 
62ШÅŸƣƣĲƖĬċůЮƓƖŔŰƣƚЮċŰĬЮĬƖċƽŔŰŊƚЮΤΥΣΣцΤΨΣΣЮШÉ~ ЯШƖĲŉШΠΜΥΜЮ  
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Schraverôs observations of the shaping of Rotterdamôs deeds not words character 

through the early making of the port and city anticipates the more recently adopted 

local mantra that relates to contemporary urban development in Rotterdam; which 

is Rotterdam. Make it happen:  

 

 

Fig.2.25., construction board in front of the extension to the Boijmans Museum (2016).63 

 

This local mantra is also anticipated by the self-confident rise of Rotterdam through 

the nineteenth-century period of Industrialisation.  This is often the óbeginningô of the 

story of the port of Rotterdam in contemporary literature (e.g., Steenhuis et al., 2015).  

Because while Schraver identified Rotterdamôs deeds not words persona in the early 

shaping of the port and city, key stakeholders in the nineteenth-century expansion of 

the port find it in the Industrialisation of Rotterdam.  For instance, Gerrit Johannes de 

Jongh (1893), the Director of Rotterdamôs Public Works during the nineteenth-century 

expansion works [who is still widely commemorated in the city as óthe Harbour manô], 

chronicles in the first-hand gaze how Rotterdam was transitioning at the time from 

staple port to world-transit port, which, he writes, mirrors in the wider evolution of the 

city into world city of stature (pp.18-49).  de Jongh heralds that the local mastery of 

 
63 9ŸƨƖƣĲƚǃШŸŉШÂĲƣĲƖШ ŔĲŰƣŔĲĬбШŔŰШ ŔĲŰƣŔĲĬШыΞΜΝΣьЮ 
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land-and-water engineering has pushed Rotterdam geographically closer to the North 

Sea frontier through the expansion of channels, the shortening of breakwaters, and 

the successful carving of the Nieuwe Waterweg [1872].  Rotterdam achieved this with 

sheer grit and determination, de Jongh writes, óand it is little wonder that she is now 

óa city of statureô (p. 49). 

 

Accordingly, it is well documented that in Rotterdamôs geographical and economic 

prominence on the global frontier, the turbulent undercurrent of the First World War 

generated local anxiety as to the city being a potential target of aerial-bombing.  As 

Maartje Abbenhuis elaborates in The Art of Staying Neutral (2006) however, under 

the Netherlandôs neutrality Rotterdam (and other Dutch cities) were not disfigured by 

the urban scars of War (pp.24-8).  That said, in a social history account of the Dutch 

neutrality during the 1914-18, Paul Moeyesô Out of Harmôs Way (2001) tells us that 

Rotterdam, as the nationôs international shipping hub, did not escape the severe 

economic strains of the war (pp.28-9).  Thus, as Moeyes elaborates, the economic 

downturn on a local level prompted Rotterdamôs engagement with the wave of inter-

war suburban planning that flourished across Britain and Europe in the utopian ideals 

of the Garden City movement (p. 86).  The website Architour [2023] guides us to the 

1920s development of factory villages in Rotterdam such as Heijplaat, Justus van 

Effen, and Kiefhoek which, it is said, are now considered modern efficacies of the 

ógarden villageô urban typology of the interwar period.64  But otherwise, I have not (at 

the time of writing) found any scholarship that focuses on interwar urban 

development in Rotterdam.  In contrast, a Google Scholar search of óthe re-building 

of Rotterdam after the Second World Warô returns some 30,000 results.65  That said, 

it is understandable that the post-War rebuilding of Rotterdam [1940s-] is a dominant 

feature of literature on the city, and one of the main themes that Jan Buursink (1997) 

identified in texts on Rotterdam that make it into print outside of the Dutch language.  

For the bombing of Rotterdam in 1940 collapsed the city into a wasteland, as the 

following image says in ways that words canôt:  

 
64 Rotterdam architecture of the 1920s-30s. See https://www.architour.nl/architecture-of-the-1920s. 
[Accessed 12th August 2023]. 
65 Search date 12th August 2023. 
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   Fig.2.26., Rotterdam [aftermath] (1942).66  

 

 

Military historians have well documented that Germany proposed the bombing of 

Rotterdam as a threat to the Dutch people and powers:  surrender or Rotterdam 

burns, and Utrecht will be next in sequence (see Hastings, 1999; Laurens, 2005; 

Hooton, 2007; see also Grayling, 2006 for a philosophical account).  But only few, 

such as the military historian and defence journalist Edward Hooton (2007) make 

reference to the fateful incidence that the actual bombing of Rotterdam happened 

by mistake.  As Hooton elaborates, at 10.30 am on the 14th May 1940, Germanyôs 

General Rudolf Schmidt issued the ultimatum for Rotterdamôs surrender within two 

hours to the Dutch commander Colonel Pieter Scharroo.  The Mayor of Rotterdam, 

Pieter Oud, knew Rotterdam could not be safely evacuated in the immediate two-

hour window and therefore pleaded with Scharroo to sign Rotterdamôs surrender.  

 
66 /ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ ƻŦ aǳǎŜǳƳ wƻǧŜǊŘŀƳ мфплπпр b¦Σ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ όhŎǘƻōŜǊΣ нлннύΦ  
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However, Scharroo was not happy that the ultimatum document had not been duly 

signed by the German General and returned it for an official signature.  Meanwhile 

the Luftwaffe had already taken flight.  As Hooton recounts, two groups of Heinkel 

bombers were approaching the Rotterdam sky, 36 from the south and 54 from the 

north-east, under the order that as soon as they saw red flares (indicating Dutch 

surrender) they were to turn back.  With the ultimatum having been sent back for a 

signature and Rotterdamôs surrender still at stand-by status, the bombers saw no 

red flares and proceeded to bomb Rotterdam to the ground in one catastrophic hit 

from all angles.  Hooton states that it took less than an hour for Rotterdam to burn 

to the ground, at which point the German General himself exclaimed, ñMy God! 

This is a catastrophe!ò (pp.52-9). 

 

The shocking event that the decimation of Rotterdam occurred by clerical error is 

also a source of contention in the accounts of local authors with lived experience 

of the bombing.  As Wilhelmina Steenbeek (1973) writes in her poignant account, 

the bombing of the city in one fatal hit was also a violent assault on the senses all 

at once:  óthe smell of buildings and bodies aflameô, óthe eerie sound of contorting 

ironô, óthe feeling of intense heat as the skies rained charred pieces of paperô, and 

óthe sight of a small dead boy hanging upside down from the rafters in the shell of 

his home that he had not managed to flee in timeô.  Steenbeek writes that this is 

the violence that Rotterdammers like herself will never be able to fully process, 

particularly when rumour had already started to spread that the bombing occurred 

through a mis-communication.  Though as Steenbeek adds, because of the sheer 

violence, exacerbated by the idea that it wasnôt supposed to actually happen, there 

is no greater testament to the resilient character of Rotterdam than the tenacity 

with which Rotterdammers with grief on their back began salvaging from the ruins: 

people, possessions, and materials that could be salvaged for intermediate shelter 

(p. 6, 18, 23-9). 

 

In respect of surviving and injured Rotterdammers working on the ruins of their still 

smouldering city, there is a small out-of-print book that I only found by chance on a 

book stall by Sint Laurenskerk [St Lawrence Church] during fieldwork in 2021.  As 

a side note, St Laurenskerk is visible in the aftermath of the bombing; as one of 

the few buildings that was damaged but not depleted (fig.2.26).  I bought the book 
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purely because the cover intrigued me; having no title, no author, just a picture of 

two young boys enthusiastically reading something on the City Hall steps, with the 

words óif you have a moment to spare, pick up this book and read itô: 

 

   

Fig.2.27., Front cover of óThe Story of Rotterdamô  

by Hans Reinhardt [1955] (2021, own image).  

 

Having taken the book to the City Hall steps to do just that, take a moment and 

read it, I found that the unassuming book is The Story of Rotterdam: The city of 

today and tomorrow by the local author Hans Reinhardt (1955).  Like Wilhemina 

Steenbeekôs aforementioned text, Reinhardtôs lived experience of the bombing 

plays out in the raw emotion of the book.  Writing just fifteen years on from the 
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bombardment, Reinhardtôs description of the ósudden, nuclear-esque collapseô of 

the city over the lunch hour of Tuesday 14th May 1940 takes us directly into the 

óacrid, smoking hellô, but then shifts to proud reflections on how Rotterdammers 

almost immediately set about recovering the cityôs broken body from the ashes: 

 

those who were there will never quite forget when Rotterdam lit up 
the skies through the vast clouds of smoke and dust that kept drifting 
over the city and its surroundings, carrying the ashes of office files 
and picture books to unknown destinationséBut their grief was too 
profound to be relieved by tears or cursesétheir love for their city 
was too great for them to leave it to its fateéthey overcame their 
grief and rolled up their sleevesé.It was, indeed, a most touching 
experience to watch those people working like ants on the ruins of 
their city.  

(p. 7).  

  

 

Notably, Reinhardtôs emotive text was published by the Municipality of Rotterdamôs 

Public Workôs Office, whom by this time were readily engaged in the reconstruction 

of the city.  The concluding message of the book is for those still bearing the social 

and urban scars of aerial-bombing across Britain and Europe to look to Rotterdam 

and find comfort in the notion that óher salvation from that place of horror bears 

witness to the indomitability of human spiritô.  For this, Reinhardt summarises, is 

óthe story of Rotterdam ï resilienceô (p. 43, emphases in original).  Notably, when 

Rotterdammers celebrate liberation day [5th May], the city comes alive with parties, 

parades, and festivals of remembrance.  From my own recollections of observing 

the liberation celebrations during fieldwork [2022], it is an incredibly happy day of 

remembrance and gratitude.  After the sombre wreath laying at City Hall in the 

morning, all of a sudden music, dancing, and partying erupts and continues long 

into the night.  As I watched the crowds disperse from City Hall, who seemed to be 

heading towards the booming sound systems that could suddenly be heard (when 

the prayers were over) from the liberation festival of peace in Het Park [The Park].  

I did think to myself that I had never experienced a remembrance day associated 

with war that had been soélively and joyous.  But then I looked down at the laid 

wreaths and understood why.  Each wreath bore the wording of the cityôs Coat of 
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Arms:  Sterker door Strijd [óStronger through Struggleô67].  The resilient persona of 

Rotterdam is also immortalised in Ossip Zandkineôs sculpture The Destroyed City 

[1951] which is centrally located by the Maritime Museum.  As shown in the image 

below, the sculpture depicts a defiant figure reaching up even though it has a hole 

in its chest, which is symbolic of the city reaching up even though it had its heart 

ripped out during the bombardment68: 

 

 

Fig.2.28., The Destroyed City Sculpture [1951] by Ossip Zadkine, 

(2022, own image). 

 

 
67 ìőŔƣĲШċŰĬШ7ŸƨĦťĲќƚШƣƖċŰƚũċƣŔŸŰШыΞΜΝΞаШΠΣьЮ 
68ШÑőĲЮ?ĲƚƣƖŸǃĲĬЮ9ŔƣǃЮШÉĲĲШƽƽƽЮƚĦƨũƓƣƨƖĲŔŰƣĲƖŰċƣŔŸŰċũƖŸƣƣĲƖĬċůЮŰũоĲŰоĦŸũũĲĦƣŔŸŰоƣőĲрĬĲƚƣƖŸǃĲĬрĦŔƣǃЮШ
яĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΞŰĬШ[ĲĤƖƨċƖǃШΞΜΞΞѐЮ 

http://www.sculptureinternationalrotterdam.nl/en/collection/the-destroyed-city
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The produced sense of Rotterdamôs hardworking, resilient, deeds not words place 

and persona found in literature so far also bears lasting resonance in scholarship.  

Writing forty-four years on from Reinhardtôs unassuming account of the bombing 

and aftermath for instance, the eminent scholar of urban studies John McCarthy 

(1999) observes that the resilient character of Rotterdam (and Rotterdammers) is 

written on the landscape reconstructed.  In his paper on the urban reconstruction 

of Rotterdam since 1945 for the Planning Perspectives journal, McCarthyôs focus 

on Rotterdam is because, he writes, the bombing left Rotterdam in the relatively 

unique position of carte blanche urban planning and reconstruction.  Observing 

this as a relatively unique opportunity that Rotterdam well materialised, McCarthy 

finds that the cityôs exponential órise from the ashesô is both sensory (in the idea of 

a city reborn at street level), and literal in view of the high skyline of Rotterdam that 

now eclipses where the groups of bombers took aim (pp.291-309): 

 

  

Fig.2.29., postcard of the Rotterdam skyline, from Wilhelmina Pier  

(2023, purchased at Centraal Station, in person).  
 

 

This allows us to understand the third theme that Jan Buursink (1997) identifies in 

texts on Rotterdam that do reach external audiences:  óthe strange buildingsô.  As 

architecture and urban planning scholar Antonio Nevescanin (2023) writes in an 

article for Builder, Rotterdam has been transformed into something of a petri-dish 
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of experimental architecture that co-exists in the creation of a cultural, avant-garde 

metropolis with a gritty port edge (pp.70-4).  As a BBC (2017) travel article further 

observes, Rotterdam is óa Disneyland for architecture geeksô ï which is no better 

captured than in the co-existence of curious little buildings like the cluster of tilted 

cube houses [as pictured in the opening image to this section (fig.2.17)] and the 

shining, towering structures that punch the sky: 

 

  

Fig.2.30., Weena, Rotterdam (2022, own image).  
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Resonating with Jan Buursinkôs (1997) observation that Rotterdam has become a 

hot-topic in architectural scholarship, the most promoted books in bookshops all 

over the city [as observed during fieldwork undertaken between 2021-3] were the 

beautifully aesthetic, oversized, hardback, pictorial volumes on Rotterdamôs living 

urban gallery such as Rotterdam: Architecture City (Groenendijk and Vollard, 

2021), Rotterdam: Skyscraper City (Tilman, 2023), and Rotterdam: Manhattan on 

the Maas (Tillie et al., 2016): 

 

  

  

Fig.2.31., postcard of aerial view of Rotterdam  

(2023, purchased at Centraal Station, in person).  
 

 

As the postcard above attests, the aerial view of Rotterdam today is breath-taking.  

Yet, some of the architecture is a source of amusement to local residents which 

produces a sense of the no-nonsense edge to Rotterdamôs persona.  For example, 

local residents have nicknamed the domed Market Hall óthe Sistine chapelô, a tall, 

pointed residential tower is nicknamed óthe pencilô, and a teetering pile of office 

buildings is nicknamed óFrankensteinôs muddleô69 as the following images explain: 

 
69 [ƖŸůШǯĲũĬŰŸƣĲƚбШŰŔĦťŰċůĲƚШŊŔƻĲŰШĬƨƖŔŰŊШċШƽċũťŔŰŊШĦŸŰƻĲƖƚċƣŔŸŰШƽŔƣőШ~ŔĲťĲШяΞΜΞΞѐЮ  

https://www.worldofbooks.com/en-gb/collections/p-vollaard-p-groenendijk
https://www.worldofbooks.com/en-gb/collections/p-vollaard-p-groenendijk
https://www.worldofbooks.com/en-gb/collections/p-vollaard-p-groenendijk
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Fig.2.32., Markthal [Market Hall] aka óThe Sistine Chapel of Rotterdamô  

[architect MDRDV, 2014] with óthe pencilô in the background  

(2023, own image).  
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Fig.2.33., De Blaaktoren residential building aka óthe pencilô   

 [architect Piet Blom, 1984], next to Cube Houses (2022, own image).  

 

  

Fig.2.34., De Rotterdam office building aka óFrankensteinôs muddleô  

[architect Rem Koolhaas, 2013] (2022, own image).  
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Aside from the local, no-nonsense humour that is attached to many of Rotterdamôs 

buildings, a wave of urban scholarship has examined how the processes of urban 

development in Rotterdam in more recent years has been a source of resentment 

and contention to many citizens (Blokland and van Eijk, 2011; Doucet et al., 2011; 

Stouten, 2017; Custers and Willems, 2024; Janssen et al., 2024).  As this body of 

scholarship observes, contemporary efficacies of urban development in Rotterdam 

have been likened to a rolling-out of state-led gentrification, through which many of 

Rotterdamôs ólower incomeô citizens feel that Rotterdam is losing its humble, óblue-

collarô edge and that waves of gentrification are pricing-out many residents from 

the neighbourhoods in which they have lived for a long time.  In an article on the 

state-led processes of gentrification applied to Rotterdam in the Population, Space 

and Place journal, Janssen et al. (2024) find that the Municipalityôs desire to attract 

in-movers from middle to high income brackets reflect in the certain processes of 

urban change that strongly evidence exclusionary displacement. 

 

Despite the understandable finding that not all Rotterdammers are on the same 

page when it comes to the Municipalityôs socio-urban assemblage of óManhattan 

on the Maasô, we can understand Jan Buursinkôs (1997) finding that Rotterdamôs 

architecture is one of the most dominant themes of literature on the city that 

reaches external audiences.  For whether processes of urban development in 

Rotterdam since the 1940s have been heralded or contested at local level, it all 

comes back to the sense that Rotterdam became a blank canvas in the wake of 

the bombing. In turn, it is said that the bombing of Rotterdam (as the first Dutch 

city in the firing line) comes back to her strategic importance as a world port.  Thus 

the three themes that Buursink  identified as the most dominant in literature that 

reaches external audiences ï the port, the bombing, the buildings ï are also found 

to interconnect in the shaping of Rotterdamôs resilient persona.    

 

In sum, the three themes that Buursink (1997) identified as the ótrademarksô of who 

Rotterdam is are understandable in the sense that the port, the bombing, and the 

buildings would arguably be what Rotterdam is most known for.  That is, as a 

historic place of port function, a place that was razed to the ground in the space of 

an hour one Tuesday lunchtime, and a place that has rebuilt itself into what I can 
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only personally describe as a floating art gallery of beautiful yet often bizarre 

architecture; bonded by aesthetic bridges that contour the abundant blue waters 

and green spaces.  An urban Utopiaébut one that excludes many for whom the 

price-tag is out of reach, whom may feel ólooked down onô by the tall buildings in a 

very visceral sense of the term.  Yet, while Buursink laments that Rotterdam (as 

óthe second class cityô to Amsterdam) is lesser known to the social sciences, a 

reading of literature (of that which can be found) on the port, the bombing, and the 

buildings does allow us to recognise salient sociological observations on the stoic, 

resilient, defiantly deeds not words place and persona of Rotterdam.  A place and 

persona that, if you look deep enough, still retains her hardworking, ósleeves upô, 

óblue collarô character through which she evolved from a small fishing hamlet on a 

muddle little dam to, as Adam Hopkins (1998: 46) writes, óa port whose tanks and 

gantries and bright white lights gleam in the dusk like a sinister Cape Canaveralô: 

 

 

Fig.2.35., postcard depicting hydrocracker refinery at the port of Rotterdam  

(purchased Centraal Station, 2023, in person).  
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Summary of chapter      

     In summary of this chapter of literature review, I have reviewed literature and 

cultural texts on three key areas of produced knowledge that are pertinent to this 

study.  I have reviewed literature on the conceptual career of moral geography 

(meeting with the sample period of the study), and on the place and persona of Hull 

and Rotterdam respectively as the cities of case study.  The knowledge gathered 

through the literature review will be intertwined and carried into the wider study.  In 

terms of moral geography, I will reflect back on its conceptual career to identify how 

external trends in ómoral mappingô apply to findings in the analytic time-chapters, and 

to also recognise how moral geographies constructed in Hull and Rotterdam at 

certain times reflect locally-constituted social and moral values in relation to óred-lightô 

space.  Additionally, the findings of Hull and Rotterdamôs place and persona will tie 

into the identification of how moral geographies are suggested and constructed in 

place.  In extension, the produced knowledge on the cities found in the literature 

review will furnish backdrops of the contemporaneous scene in the city at the 

beginning of each analytic chapter for locational context.  Before coming to the 

empirical time-chapters of analysis, I will now move into the next chapter which 

provides a comprehensive overview of the methodological orientation of this study.  
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Chapter Three  

Methodology  

  

  

 The sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and biography 

and the relations between the two within society.  

That is its task and its promise.  

 

C. Wright Mills, 1959.70  

  

   

     This chapter covers a comprehensive overview of the qualitative methodology 

of this study.  As outlined in chapter one, this study engages the qualitative mixed 

methods of archival, visual, and walking research in a sensory, artful approach.  In 

this chapter, I first outline the sensory and artful approach and apply this to a brief 

discussion on the nature of qualitative research practice in general.  I then unpack 

the value of archival, visual, and walking research methods respectively to social 

research, and also address the foreseen strengths (and limitations) to this study.  

In the sub-sections outlining each method, I cover my data collection strategies 

and the techniques of analysis I will be using.  Where applicable (e.g., walking 

conversations), the participants in the study are introduced.  In terms of my wider 

engagement with Hull and Rotterdam as participants (or the urban protagonists) in 

this study, I provide a vignette of the methods working together in ómotionô based 

on extracts from my fieldnotes.  This leads into a summary of the chapter on the 

ways in which the sensate, artful methodological orientation of this study meets 

the aims and objectives of finding and articulating the spatial significance of óthe 

red-light areaô in the urban biographies of Hull and Rotterdam, 1880s-2020s.  At 

the end of the chapter, I provide a fully referenced timeline of the [primary] óred-

lightô space that I engage with in each analytic time-chapter based on my 

preliminary archival research.  This is presented as a coda to this chapter to 

foreground the empirical time-chapters of analysis that follow on. 

 
70 ¢ƘŜ {ƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ LƳŀƎƛƴŀǝƻƴ όмфрфΥ сύΦ  



 

ммн  

  

The sensate and artful approach   

     In this study I approach the qualitative methodology in a sensate and artful way.  

This is through my engagement with two thought-spaces that not only encapsulate 

the intuitive power of sociology, but which also encapsulate the empirical nature of 

this urban study through a lens of óred-lightô space in the historical to contemporary 

gaze.  In terms of the sensate approach, I engage with sociologist C. Wright Millsô 

(1959) idea of the sociological imagination.  Mills conceptualised the sociological 

imagination as the way of finding and articulating on a deeper level the relationship 

between individuals, their lived environment, and the wider social and historical 

forces in which their lives are enmeshed.  In the post-War timing of Millsô academic 

career, he feared that sociology could fall into the traps of normative thinking due 

to the power of normative culture being disrupted by, or emerging from, the period 

of War.  And in such case, that sociology would cease to be the critic of the social 

world as was the disciplineôs objective.  Thus, to Mills, the sociological imagination 

enables the possessor to see and hear óthe larger historical scene in terms of its 

meaning for the inner lives and external career of a variety of individualsô (p. 5). 

 

But in being seen by many critics as Millsô parting shot to the discipline he then left 

behind, sociologist Donald McQuarie (1989) re-emphasised the empirical promise 

of óthe sociological imaginationô in a reclaiming of Millsô vision some thirty years on.  

Against critics of Mills who felt that his vision constituted an attack on normative 

thinking, McQuarie maintained that óthe sociological imaginationô was not an attack 

but a clear advocation for sensate research styles to preserve the intuitive integrity 

of sociology (pp.291-6).  Thus, as a mortar of lucidity and truth in its promise to 

see, hear, and speak of the relationship between people and place/space, I apply 

Millsô vision to the sensory methodology of this study that takes into account the 

wider social and historical forces implicated in the spatial significance and shifting 

geographies of óthe red-light areaô in Hull and Rotterdam, 1880s-2020s. 

 

In terms of my artful approach to the methodology and wider study, I also engage 

with humanist Robert Nisbetôs (1976) idea of sociology as an art form.  In seeing 

art and sociology as a visionary dualism of the humanist imagination, Nisbet drew 
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on the historic mutual interests of art and sociology in his call to keep this visionary 

dualism alive.  On the mutual interests of artists and sociologists in the burgeoning 

nineteenth-century city for instance, Nisbet elucidates that founding sociologists 

like Durkheim, Simmel, Tºnnies, Marx, and Weber produced óportraitsô (e.g., of the 

classes) and ólandscapesô (e.g., of the masses) in óthe cityô with the same brush as 

those who painted them.  Accordingly, I am following Nisbetôs idea of sociology as 

an art form in my particular use of archival, visual, and walking material (including 

my own photography) through which I re-enact a meaningful picture of place and 

space over the course of the 1880s-2020s sample period.  The use of my own 

photography incorporates my engagement with cultural texts associated with 

place/space (e.g., street art, street furniture, maps) as signs and symbolism in 

visual form, which is a means to nourish the sociological dialogue on the spatial 

contexts of sex work in Hull and Rotterdam.  I take this artful approach because, 

as Nisbet expressed, ñsociology is, without question, one of the sciences, but it is 

also one of the arts ï nourishedò (p. 9). 

 

To bring the thought-spaces of the sociological imagination and sociology as an art 

form together, the sensate and artful approach to reading and understanding cities 

has also been strongly advocated by the influential cultural sociologists Les Back 

and Michael Keith.  In their seminal chapter Writing Cities (2014), Back and Keith 

observe that sensory, artful approaches to urban research acknowledges that the 

researcher is re-enacting the city in the very moment that they are writing about it.  

Thus, such approaches are critical to the contribution of meaning for as Back and 

Keith advocate: 

 

The description we write of a cityscape will not hold still.  The jars of 
food stacked on the shopkeepersô shelves or the crates of fish photo-
graphed on the weekend market day will not be there the next time it 
springs to life for midweek trade.  These accounts are epitaphs to a 
life passed in living rather than eternal truths.  

(p. 25).  
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The sensory, artful approach to urban research of lives passed in living is also the 

key argument of Les Backôs earlier work The Art of Listening (2007); an influential 

volume that forms Backôs humane and evocative stance on the power of sociology 

as a listening art.  As Back strongly advocates, ñsocial investigations that utilise a 

democracy of the senses are likely to notice more and ask different questions of 

the worldò (p. 8).  Therefore, in summary, I am following the advocations outlined 

thus far to utilise a sensory and artful approach to the methodological orientation 

of this study.  This is to arrive at a meaningful spatial analysis, but also engages 

with the nature of qualitative research practice in itself. 
  

Qualitative research practice 
  

     Qualitative research is óa very broad churchô ï and an ever-changing and ever 

advancing one (Ormaston et al., 2014, pp.2-3).  For the general consensus on the 

qualitative plain is that there is no single or best-accepted way of carrying out 

qualitative research (ibid., Kalof et al., 2008; Denzin and Lincoln, 2012; Braun and 

Clarke, 2013; Mills and Birks, 2014; Aspers and Corte, 2019; Denzin et al., 2023).  

As Aspers and Corte elaborate, this is largely because qualitative research tends 

to focus on the meanings and motivations that underlie human experience, social 

processes, and wide-ranging phenomena as opposed to bluntly quantifying them 

(p. 146).  And so in short, qualitative research practice centres on the production of 

deeper readings and understandings of the social world (Kalof et al., 2018: 79). 

 

But owing to the explorative diversity of qualitative research practice, it has often 

been considered ósoft researchô by the óhard sciencesô - and is therefore open to 

criticism as óa form of social journalismô, óa disguised version of secular Marxism or 

humanismô, or óa producer of subjective critique ï not theoryô (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2012: 3).  To relate the given criticisms that Denzin and Lincoln have encountered 

to this study, it could be said that the spatial meanings of óthe red-light areaô in Hull 

and Rotterdam are articulated through what I have seen, heard or felt during the 

research process as the sole researcher.  This could be seen as subjective and 

reflexive to positivist thinkers but as Denzin and Lincoln maintain, the subjectivity 
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and reflexivity of qualitative research is more symbolic of a natural, interpretive 

approach to exploring phenomena from within:    

 

[Qualitative research] is a set of interpretive, material practices that 
make the world visible.  Turning the world into a series of 
representations, including fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, 
photographs, recordingséqualitative researchers study things in 
their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret 
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.  

(p. 3).  

  

Accordingly, the qualitative orientation of this study is the most effective means of 

finding and articulating the spatial significance of óthe red-light areaô in relation to 

the particular urban histories of Hull and Rotterdam, with the aim of producing an 

empirical analysis of something that, arguably, cannot be bluntly quantified.  One 

on hand, my use of archival, visual and walking methods to engage with the cityôs 

memory, sights, and movement could be considered as óstorytellingô.  But on the 

other, this works to the very principle of qualitative research:  that there is no one 

truth, but many, many truths (Mills and Birks, 2014: 3).  And in relation to this, the 

objective of qualitative research is to tell one story of the many that could be told 

about the data (Braun and Clarke, 2013, pp.21-2).  Thus, to best summarise the 

rationale for carrying out qualitative research practice in this study, I borrow the 

words of W.H. Auden in The Dyerôs Hand:  

  

In grasping the character of a society, as in judging the character of 
an individual, no documents, statistics, or ñobjectiveò measurements 
can ever compete with the single intuitive glance.  Intuition may err, 
for though its sound judgement is only a question of good eyesight, it 
must be good, for the principles are subtle and numerous, and the 
omission of one principle leads to error; but documentation, which is 
useless unless it's complete, must err in a field where completeness 
is impossible.  

  

(1963: 313).  
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Having outlined the qualitative research focus of this study, an in-depth overview of 

the archival, visual, and walking methods that I am using now follows.  Looking at 

each method respectively, I will discuss the value to social research in general and 

to this study specifically, before coming to a brief vignette of the methods working 

together in ómotionô based on extracts from my fieldnotes. 

 

Archival research: the cityôs memory.  

 

 

Fig.3.1., Stairwell, ground floor to search room  

Stadsarchief Municipal Archives, Rotterdam (2022, own image).  
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     In its most classic sense, archival research involves the study and interpretation 

of historical documents, and for this reason óthe archivesô have long been seen as 

the terrain of the historian (Redman, 2013).  However, archival research is of 

immense value to the social sciences as Lewis-Beck et al., (2017) elaborate: 

  

For the social scientist, archival research can be defined as the 
locating, evaluating, and interpretation of sources found in archives.  
Original source materials may be consulted and analysed for 
purposes other than those for which they were originally collected - 
to ask new questions of old data, to provide a comparison over time 
or between geographic areas, to verify or challenge existing findings, 
or to draw together evidence from disparate sources to provide a 
bigger picture.  

  

(p. 20).  

 
  

Thus, while archival research is reliant on only that which can be found (ibid.), the 

efforts of archive institutions to collect, catalogue, safely retain, and in some cases 

digitalise material provides social science researchers with access to the lives and 

events of peoples and places may otherwise have been lost to the passing of time 

(Ventresca and Mohr, 2017).  In which case, archival research is an effective part 

of social research as it brings to the fore the wider historical forces that underlie 

the social phenomena under observation (Moore et al., 2017: 1).  However, the 

above quotation from Lewis-Beck et al. (2017) highlights an important ethical 

consideration, which is that archival research involves the secondary analysis of 

material that was never likely intended to be óusedô for social research (Holman, 

1991: 60).  Though as leading advocates of the method outline, archival research 

generally involves the accessing of materials that are held on public record.  This 

is in strict adherence to data protection legislation and censorship guidelines, and 

therefore archival research be considered an unobtrusive research method (Prior, 

2003; McCulloch, 2004). 

 

However, as with many other social research methods, this still begs the question, 

as Les Back (2007: 97) poses, as to whether we are borrowing the voices that 

emerge in the data, or whether we are stealing them.  On this note, it has been a 
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major ethical consideration as to whether the voices of women who are implicated 

in prostitution in archival material should be óusedô in this study.  I have heard the 

womenôs voices in archival documents, whether in their defiance, their ótears in the 

dockô, or when their words have prompted ólaughter in courtô.  These voices are 

from long ago, but the retention of such material in the archives holds the women 

to an eternal identity as óprostitutesô on ópublic recordô.  But, to silence these voices 

is to silence the most important voices of all in any study on or encountering sex 

work.  And so to balance this deeply-felt ethical consideration, I do draw on the 

voices of women implicated in prostitution in archival material but with the use of 

pseudonyms to uphold the privacy and respect of the women ï in life and death. 

 

Kindred to the ethical consideration of using documents referring to the lives of 

óprostituteô woman for social research so many years on, a major challenge of 

undertaking archival research on this highly sensitive subject is that it can be, in 

my experience, highly emotional.  To borrow and apply Erving Goffmanôs (1974) 

expression opening boxes of archival material is like being confronted by óa raw 

batch of occurrencesô (p. 10).  To apply this to my own experience of the archival 

research process, those raw occurrences have largely emphasised the historical 

mistreatment of women.  On one hand, the archival material illustrates that such 

mistreatment is something that was just óthe normô a long time ago, but it has also 

breathed life into the circumstances of women, transporting the reader back into 

the rawness of their pain, which cuts a lot deeper than just óreading the pastô. 

 

In addition to being an emotionally exhausting experience given the focus of this 

study, one of the greatest challenges of undertaking archival research overall is 

that it can be overwhelmingly time-consuming as experts in the method forewarn 

(Prior, 2003; McCulloch, 2004, Lewis-Beck et al., 2017; Moore et al., 2017).  To 

Lewis-Beck et al., archival research is like excavating in the dust for hours on end 

to find one relevant grain; often under restrictive time frames (p. 20).  To apply this 

to my own experience of the archival research process, I add to this the time it has 

taken to translate documents from Dutch to English for research integrity before 

the analytic process can even begin; all the while wondering if what Iôve found is 

enough during restrictive periods of fieldwork in Rotterdam. 
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That said, it has been advantageous to this study that both Hull and Rotterdam are 

particularly well catered for in terms of local archival institutions.  In addition to the 

wealth of local and archival material held in each cityôs central library, university, 

museums and other social and cultural institutions, Hull History Centre holds the 

equivalent of 7.5 miles [12km] of archival material, and the municipal archives of 

Rotterdam (Stadsarchief) holds the equivalent of 12.5 miles [20km] of material.71  

It is at these central city archives that the majority of archival research has been 

carried out for this study:   

 

  

  
Fig.3.2., Hull History Centre, Worship Street (2022, own image).  

  

  

  
Fig.3.3., Stadsarchief Municipal Archives Rotterdam, Hofdijk (2023, own image).  

 
71ШĤŸƨƣеЮcƨũũШcŔƚƣŸƖǃШ9ĲŰƣƖĲЯШƚĲĲШƽƽƽЮőƨũũőŔƚƣŸƖǃĦĲŰƣƖĲЮŸƖŊЮƨťбШĤŸƨƣЯШÉƣċĬƚċƖĦőŔĲŉШÅŸƣƣĲƖĬċůЯШƚĲĲШ
ƽƽƽдƚƣċƚċƖĦőŔĲŉдƖŸƣƣĲƖĬċůдŰũЮШя7ŸƣőШċĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΤƣőШsƨũǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 

http://www.hullhistorycentre.org.uk/
http://www.hullhistorycentre.org.uk/
http://www.hullhistorycentre.org.uk/
http://www.stadsarchief.rotterdam.nl/


 

мнл  

  

To ease the aforementioned challenge of óexcavationô time, and to focus on the idea 

of quality not quantity, I utilised the respective institutionsô online catalogue to source 

and pre-order material in advance of reading visits.  This proved to be particularly 

useful ahead of fieldwork in Rotterdam when time was more of the essence than in 

my home city of Hull.  Utilising the same pre-sampling process in both cities for data 

collection efficiency however, I sampled material using keyword search terms.  This 

involved explicit and dated terminology (e.g., óprostitutionô, óstreetwalkerô, ófallen 

womanô) but also more thematic search terms such as ómoralityô, ósocial hygieneô, 

and ówomenô which I based on findings from the literature review.  In each case, the 

keyword search terms often led me on a narrative trail that may otherwise not have 

been found.  In addition, building a good working relationship with archivists at both 

institutions has been critical, because sharing my research topic and interest in the 

respective city has prompted staff to signpost me to relevant material.  Critics of 

archival methods have likened such sampling methods (e.g., keyword search terms) 

to ócherry-pickingô, but because archival research is generally topic-dependent, it 

justifies a side-stepping of more rigorous sampling methods (Prior, 2003: 135). 

 

That said, advocates of the method assert that what cannot be side-stepped is a 

rigorous data management strategy (Prior, 2003; McCullogh, 2004; Lewis-Beck et 

al., 2017; Moore et al., 2017).  It has been a critical part of the research process to 

catalogue and secure my archival data collection.  This is not least for research 

integrity, but wondering if I have found enough has led to the collection of an over-

whelming amount of data.  This has been both a strength and a curse.  For the 

aforementioned narrative trails have led me to some significant findings that both 

support and challenge the questions of the thesis, but the time it has taken to 

manage the data has been costly in terms of ógetting to the analysisô.  To put this in 

perspective, the volume of archival data I have collected ï but not entirely used in 

the analysis ï is indicated in the following table: 
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Table.1., material type and volume of collected archival data in Hull and Rotterdam.  

  

aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ¢ȅǇŜ  Iǳƭƭ  wƻǧŜǊŘŀƳ  

/ƛǾƛŎκaǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ  ут  мпс  

tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ōƭǳŜǇǊƛƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǧŜŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΦ  

мфм  мрр  

{ƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǝǘǳǝƻƴǎΣ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ƳŀǧŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ  

он  ф  

tƻƭƛŎŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴŎŜ 

ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŎƻƳƳƛǧŜŜ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΦ  

мт  ос  

/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀŎǝƻƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƭŜǧŜǊǎΣ 

ƭŜŀƅŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΦ  

ф  пн  

5ƛŀǊƛŜǎΣ ƳŜƳƻƛǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǧŜǊǎΦ  мн  мп  

/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘŜȄǘǎ όƛΦŜΦ ƳǳǎƛŎΣ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜΣ 

ŬƭƳΣ ŬŎǝƻƴΣ ǇƻŜǘǊȅύΦ  

мм  нр  

tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎΣ ƛƳŀƎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘΦ  тп  млу  

[ƻŎŀƭ bŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ LǘŜƳǎ  уфо  тпт  

aƛǎŎŜƭƭŀƴŜƻǳǎ  пн  мт  

¢ƻǘŀƭϝ  мΣосу  мΣнфф  

ϝƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ Řŀǘŀ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŬƴŜǎ ƻŦ  ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ   

  

 

As table.1 shows, the volume of archival data collected in Hull and Rotterdam is 

indicative of the expression that archival research is, in short, ómessyô (Law, 2004).  

To effectively organise and manage the data, I created three databases (my data 

ólibrariesô); one for local newspaper data, one for images, and one for all other 

archival material.  In the local newspaper data ólibraryô, I screenshotted each of the 

collected articles alongside a transcribed (typed) version.  This was for both Hull (in 

the event of historical typeface being hard to read) and for articles translated from 

Dutch to English (using the translation given on the Delpher.nl newspaper archive 

software).  Another reason I screenshotted the articles directly from the digitalised 

platforms of British Newspaper Archives [covering Hull] and Delpher [covering 

Rotterdam]72 was to take into account the presentation of the article in terms of its 

 
72Ш7ƖŔƣŔƚőЮ ĲƽƚƓċƓĲƖЮ ƖĦőŔƻĲЯШƚĲĲШƽƽƽЮĤƖŔƣŔƚőŰĲƽƚƓċƓĲƖċƖĦőŔƻĲЮĦŸЮƨťбШ?ĲũƓőĲƖЯШƚĲĲШƽƽƽЮĬĲũƓőĲƖЮŰũЮШ
яxċƚƣШċĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΝΤƣőШsƨũǃШΞΜΞΠѐЮШ 

http://www.british/
http://www.british/
http://www.delpher.nl/
http://www.delpher.nl/
http://www.delpher.nl/
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prominence in the newspaper (e.g., headline, length of article), and its format (e.g., 

illustrated).  The format was an important aspect because in a sense it told part of the 

story.  For example, an article on the ówave of immoralityô in Hull dated 1909 was 

curiously presented in the style of a funeral notice with a heavy, black border.  After 

undertaking thematic analysis to identify key locational themes, each article was 

saved by date, name of publication, and thematic content relating to the narrative 

content and the presentation.  This information was carried into a spreadsheet by 

which the data could be effectively sorted by date, place, street name, or other such 

keywords. 

 

The image data ólibraryô and the general archival data ólibraryô were organised in 

much the same way, including the institutionsô reference number for the item where 

applicable, with a covering spreadsheet that enabled the effective sorting and 

location of the data.  Thus, while this took a considerable amount of time in which I 

incurred the órookie mistakeô of collecting too much data, my data library system was 

also a strength in that the ability to search for data using thematic keywords showed 

me things (e.g., a recurring narrative of the port cities as óHell on earthô) that I did not 

notice at cursory level during the ï often frantic ï initial data collection process.  For 

the security of the data, each ólibraryô was saved to a pin-protected file on my laptop 

and was systematically backed up on a USB pen drive that I kept in a locked drawer. 

 

As table.1 further indicates, the majority of archival data has been collected from 

local newspapers.  This proved to be an advantageous part of the archival research 

process as it can be done remotely on the digitalised platforms given above.  And as 

such, this part of the research process was not stalled given that this project took 

place during the COVID-19 lockdown.  Using the online platformsô filtering tools, I 

searched for local newspaper articles using the keyword search term óprostitutionô [or 

in Dutch óprostitutieô].  I used this explicit terminology to locate the subject in the first 

instance, but also to take into account how explicitly prostitution was referred to in 

local contexts across the sample period.  This first wave of data collection enabled 

me to identify the primary óred-light areaô in the city at given times.  I then undertook a 

second search using specific street names or areas to find wider contexts of the óred-

lightô localities found.  The local newspaper articles I use as data in the analytic time-

chapters are referenced by publication, year, and then a, b, c, and so on if there is 
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more than one article from the same publication in the same year analysed (e.g., 

HDM, 1904a) [Hull Daily Mail, 1904, 1st January].  All articles used are then fully 

referenced in the bibliography. 

 

A notable limitation of using historical newspapers as a data resource for social 

research is that there are inevitable elements of ódistortionô relating to ómoral panicsô 

of the day (Garland, 2008), and the political agenda to which publications historically 

align (Jewkes, 2015).  However, my focus on local newspapers as a key component 

of the archival research is because local newspapers are unrivalled in the ability to 

depict what was, or is, considered important to the represented community (Bates, 

2007: 39; Tosh, 2002).  And as Barbara Robinson and John Markham (2009) observe 

in their account of Hullôs Daily Mail over the centuries, óThe Hull Daily Mail is the 

history of Hull and its environsô (p. 1, emphasis in original). 

 

In sum, archival research in Hull has been marginally óeasierô than it has been in 

Rotterdam owing to the language barrier and the costs of travel (post-COVID 19) 

which resulted in my restricted time in Rotterdam.  I was fortunate to have built a 

good working relationship with archivists in Hull and Rotterdam, and in Rotterdam 

this meant that I was able to obtain official translations of documents free of charge, 

and felt comfortable to ask archivists for on-the-spot translations of certain words and 

to use the institutions auto-translate software for smaller extracts of material.  During 

this process, I began to recognise specific Dutch abbreviation and slang that shone 

out like codes from the documents and told me that the document meant something 

to my research before it was even translated.  That is, words like rosse [órosse-buurtô, 

tr. óred-light districtô], tip [ótipplezoneô, tr. óprostitution zoneô], and hrn [óhoerenô, tr. óthe 

whoresô].  Overall, the archival research process has been exhausting, emotional and 

at times overwhelming, but it has proved to be the most efficient method of tracing 

óthe red-light areaô of Hull and Rotterdam in the largely historical gaze of this study.  

In addition, the archival research process has also signposted where óthe red-light 

areaô of Hull and Rotterdam has been over the course of the sample period for further 

visual and walking research to take place.  I now move into an outline of the visual 

methods, followed by the walking research methods. 

 



 

мнп  

  

Visual research: the cityôs visions  

  

   

Fig.3.4., óMilly-Roseô, Bankside, Hull (2018, own image).  

  

     Visual research methods have often been undervalued in their ability to carry 

social theory, and have thus incurred criticism from the óhard sciencesô for being 

used to merely complement or óglossô research findings (see Pink, 2004).  From 

positivist perspectives, visual research methods carry a heightened degree of 

subjectivity as the meanings of images are created and recreated on each view 

(Sturken and Cartwright, 2009: 25).  Though leading advocates of visual methods 

maintain that this is what underlies the value of visual methods to social research 

given the agency of the image to make multiple meaning (Becker, 1974; Barthes, 

1981; Prosser, 1998; Banks, 2001; Pink, 2004; Weber, 2008).  As Roland Barthes 

elucidates in Camera Lucida (1981), it is on each view that images produce two 

categories of semiotic meaning:  the denotive meaning [literal descriptives and 

apparent truths], and the connotative meaning [the social, cultural, historical, and 

wider contexts and meanings attached to the image].  Thus, as Barthes suggests, 

images talk.   
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Resonating with the idea that images can talk, Sandra Weber (2008: 46) presses 

that images can be more accessible than traditional forms of academic discourse 

owing to the holistic power of images to speak the ineffable and to provoke deeply-

felt responses in the moment and ongoingly.  On the holistic agency of the image 

that Weber describes, visual research has been a critical method in the research 

process for this study.  In the aim of observing the spatial significance of the óred-

light areaô in Hull and Rotterdam over time, the once active ósiteô and its urban 

transformation since can be described in words to a degree.  But the use of visual 

methods has enabled be to articulate the óthen and nowô contexts of the space in 

ways that words canôt fully reach.  For example, one of the sites I visit in the study 

is Keileweg which was the last óofficialô óred-light areaô of Rotterdam.  It was shut 

down by the municipality in 2005 but has not yet been transformed and, at the time 

of writing, it stands still in time in eerie abandonment.  I could tell you in words that 

it lies overgrown behind heavy-duty gates, and that mossed wooden chairs are still 

set up by the wash block for sex workers, who are no longer there, to take a break 

on.  But such written descriptives canôt fully articulate the dark air that emanates 

from the abandoned site; of the life that was lived there which is encapsulated in 

the image of the car-width steel dividers of the ófinishing stationsô that have only 

just begun to buckle.  By this example alone, the value of visual research methods 

to this study is as Weber (2008) says of the power of the image in general, ósome 

things just need to be shown, not merely statedô (p. 44). 

 

Where archival research signposted me to óred-light areasô of Hull and Rotterdam 

across the sample period, I was able to find images in archival documents and 

local newspapers in the historical setting, and through local and social media in 

the contemporary setting.  In terms of the historical sites, I then visited the space 

and used my own photography to capture the site in its present contexts; in most 

cases transformed but sometimes standing still in time like the Keileweg example 

above.  The use of my own photography was the most efficient way of capturing 

óthen and nowô contexts of the space to further encapsulates my sensory and artful 

approach to the study.  For while critics of visual methods have argued that the 

use of images merely óglossesô research findings as aforementioned, the use of 

my own photography in this study is to nourish the sociological dialogue in my 
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engagement with the idea of the sociological imagination and of sociology as an 

art form. 

 

In this respect, the use archival photographs, social/media photographs, and my 

own photography to nourish the analytic discussion is particularly indicative of my 

sensate and artful approach to this study.  Because, as Howard Becker (1974: 7) 

reminds us, photography and sociology came into existence around the same time 

ï stimulating a powerful duality as photographers fundamentally consider subjects 

that are persistent foci of sociological concern.  To Becker, the significant value of 

photography to research of the social world is óthe mood, moral evaluation and 

causal connectionsô contained in the detail of the image (p. 8), and it is for this 

reason that visual sociology emerged as an important sub-discipline later in the 

twentieth-century (ibid., see also Prosser, 1998, Pink, 2004).   

 

Accordingly, in the use of my own photography in this study, I apply this is a form 

of visual sociology in which the images taken are generally instinctive and taken 

(often in tandem with walking research) as I naturally moved through the cities of 

the case study.  I used a mobile phone to take photographs, not a professional 

camera, as a way to produce un-staged snapshots of reality.  That said, where I 

was able to find archival images of óactiveô óred-lightô space in historical contexts 

(for I found few), I carried the image with me to take a photograph of the site in its 

afterlife from the same aspect.  This was to juxtapose a meaningful óthen and nowô 

through which levels of urban transformation were readily recognisable, but also 

constituted a self-imposed form of photo-elicitation through which I connected to 

the space on a more holistic level in my walking ethnography.    

 

In terms of the use of archival images, this added an additional layer of contextual 

currency to the research findings.  For as Marcus Banks (2001) observes of visual 

methods in social research, it is often an overlooked aspect that the production of 

the image reveals as much as the content; in the sense that someone captured 

that particular view, someone took the time to process it, someone kept it down the 

years, and someone has archived or digitalised it into the forever (p. 7).  Banksô 

words are very significant to the use of archival images in this study.  Because in 
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the event that I have found very few archival images of óactiveô óred-lightô sites in 

historical contexts, this is a key finding concerning the moral value that has been 

historically assigned to such sites.  Because the few images that can be found to 

exist of active óred-light areasô in the archives produces the sense that the space 

was not wanted to exist ï either in the moment or in the preservation of the image 

into the forever.  Accordingly, my visual research in the archives extends to the use 

of contemporaneous maps in the analysis.  At surface level, I have done so to find 

and articulate locational contexts of óred-lightô space at various times, but I am also 

using contemporaneous maps as a key cultural text associated with place.  This is 

important because as spatial thinkers on urban enquiry have strongly advocated, 

maps are an integral part of the research dynamic on the relationship between 

society and space.  As Richard Rodger and Susanne Rau write in New Horizons 

for Urban History (2020), maps make visual the spatial distributions of social 

processes, which immediately invites follow-up questions as to where things are 

(or were)éand why (pp.374-5, emphasis in original).  Overall, I have collected a 

significant amount of visual data during the research process as indicated in the 

following table: 

 

Table.2., volume of collected visual data in Hull and Rotterdam.  

 

aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǘȅǇŜ  Iǳƭƭ  wƻǧŜǊŘŀƳ  

/ŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ 

ώǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎϐ  

пΣуно  сΣмлт  

!ǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ  

ώǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎΣ ǇƻǎǘŎŀǊŘǎΣ 

ƳŀǇǎΣ ŀǊǘΣ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǝƻƴǎΣ 

ŀŘǾŜǊǝǎŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŜǘŎΦϐ  

нус  нмп  

LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ  

ώǇǊŜǎǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ŜǘŎΦϐ  

мпр  мтн  

¢ƻǘŀƭϝ  рΣнрп  сΣпфо  

ϝƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ Řŀǘŀ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŬƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ   

  

 

To manage my visual data collection, I created a separate image óbankô for each city 

and sub-divided it into archival images, my own photography, and wider social and 
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local media images of more recent times.  I then filed each image in colour coded 

sub-folders (e.g., red = óred-lightô space, grey = óbuildingsô, green = ómapsô, etc.).  

Each individual image was then saved under a standardised filename in the format of 

description, location, date, and source for ease of finding and referencing (e.g., 

óFinishing Station Keileweg, 17April2023, Own imageô, or óKeileweg Gates, 

3November1994, Rotterdamsche Dagblad News Article 1994d).  Having designed a 

covering spreadsheet to itemise and sort the image data efficiently, I included a 

thematic overview of each image (e.g., óred-lightô area by name, streetscape, civic 

building, docks and harbours, green space, maps, monuments, street art, street 

furniture, signage, events, etc.) which further enabled the efficient management and 

sorting of the image data for analysis.  This also meant that I could apply the visual 

data to the archival material on a physical and sensory level.  For instance, if the 

name of a street cropped up in the archives, and I recognised the name, I could go to 

my data bank an find the images saved and relate the image to the archival material 

and dialogue.  Given the amount of image data that I perhaps all too enthusiastically 

collected, it was a critical part of the data collection strategy to upload images to the 

óbankô promptly as a means to keep track and to minimise the risk of losing data (i.e., 

if my phone was lost/stolen).  I saved the image óbankô and covering spreadsheet to a 

pin-protected file on my laptop, and systematically backed it up to a USB pen drive 

that I kept in a locked drawer. 

 

In sum, visual research has been a vital method to use in the nature of this study; as 

the most effective means of articulating the city and the particular spaces ï óthe red-

light areaô ï that I am drawing conclusions on as to their spatial significance in the 

overall evolution of the city.  As aforementioned, visual research methods have been 

criticised as subjective, but my use of visual methods follows the advocation of Les 

Back that the use of visual methods in social investigation contribute to óthe give and 

take of sociological dialogueô; bring to the fore the relationship between the senses 

and understanding (p. 96).  In this sense, my use of visual methods in this study 

meets with the principle of qualitative research in that ówhat we seeô and ówhat we 

knowô are never truly reconciled ï to borrow John Bergerôs words in Ways of Seeing 

(1972: 72).  Ultimately, my use of visual methods is to articulate the raw character of 

óthe red-light areaô in its all-at-onceness, its gone-ness, and in its urban legacies in 

such as way that óthe worth of words are apprehended at a glanceô (Weber, 2008: 
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46).  My use of images therefore nourishes the worth of the words collected during 

my methodological exercising of walking ethnography and walking conversations.      

 

Walking methods; the cityôs sound and movement   

 

 

  

Fig.3.5., walking near Centraal Station, Rotterdam (2021, own image).  

 

     Walking research methods [WRMs] are an increasingly popular practice in the 

social sciences (see Pink et al., 2010; Edensor, 2010; Myers, 2010; Bates and 

Rhys-Talor, 2017; OôNeill and Roberts, 2019; OôNeill et al., 2022).  Connecting to 

my sensory and artful approach to the study, walking methods are also are long-

trodden tradition in the arts (see De Certeau, 1984; Long, 1999; Heddon, 2007; 

Hind and Qualman, 2015; Morris, 2017).  Coinciding with the increasing emphasis 

on the value of methodologies at the boundaries of art and social science, Maggie 

OôNeill and Brian Roberts (2019) elaborate that walking methods are a particularly 

sensate and kinaesthetic way of exploring human biographies, social processes, 
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and the role of space (p. 1).  Notably, Maggie OôNeill, whose works I am following 

on arts-based approaches to sex work research (2002, 2007, 2010) has strongly 

influenced a research agenda focused on walking and talking methodologies as a 

powerful way to perform data collection from often marginalised groups (see e.g., 

OôNeill and Perivolaris, 2014; OôNeill and Stenning, 2014; OôNeill and McHugh, 

2017; OôNeill and Roberts, 2019; OôNeill et al., 2022).  Also of note is OôNeillôs arts 

practicing (or óethno-mimesisô) collaboration with Philip Hubbard (2010), whose 

spatial scholarship on sex work I am also following in this study.  In their evocative 

research project on the senses of óbelongingô as negotiated by asylum seekers in 

the East Midlands [UK], OôNeill and Hubbard facilitated a walking event in which 

new arrivals guided long-term residents through the city, tracing the óthen and 

thereô journey that led the new arrivals to the óhere and nowô.  Reflecting on the 

ways that walking evoked the conversation of belonging, OôNeill and Hubbard 

assert that walking should not be a privileged as a way of knowing, but observe 

that it has certain sensate, relational, and collective attributes that make walking a 

particularly valuable method of exploring the importance of themes like belonging 

amongst groups whose lives are often depicted as being markedly óout of placeô in 

society (pp.46-58).  

 

Fundamentally, waking research methods have emerged from what is referred to 

as the expanding ómobilities paradigmô of social research (Sheller and Urry, 2006; 

B¿scher et al, 2010; Smith and Hall, 2016).  The main techniques of WRMs tend 

to focus on walking interviews or ówalk-alongsô with participants with the objective 

of collecting data through the interaction with participants while moving together 

through the social and physical environment (OôNeill and Roberts, 2019, pp.1-2).  

Another technique involves unaccompanied data collection, or the researcherôs 

own walking ethnography, which derives from urban ethnographic observation and 

street phenomenology which refers to various modes of experiencing urban space 

(Kusenbach, 2003; Middleton, 2010; Shortwell and Brown, 2016).  In this study, I 

exercise both participatory walking methods (in the form of walking conversation) 

and unaccompanied walking ethnography as follows. 
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In my walking research with participants, the premise was conversational rather 

than a structured interview.  This was to engage with the natural prompting of the 

social and physical environment as a key principle of walking research methods 

(OôNeill and Roberts, 2009).  The participants were adults who had a connection to 

sex work in the respective city, or a connection to the city in general.  The agreed 

brief in advance of the walk was to ótell [me] about your cityô, and for participants to 

guide a route of their choice, for a duration of their suiting.  For the safety of both 

parties, the walks always took place in daylight and remained in public areas of the 

city.  The walks also began and ended at a central landmark.  The limitation of this 

method initially was actually finding participants in the midst of the COVID-19 

pandemic.  It was difficult to negotiate a time and date for when the lockdown was 

lifted.  Many were still, understandably anxious about social contact, and many 

participants that had agreed to a walk in advance could no longer find the time to 

participate once ólifeô resumed in the wake of the pandemic.  Initially, I had found 

participants by reaching out to them on their official work or public email (e.g., local 

historians, urban architects, sex work outreach centres), giving a brief summary of 

the study in advance, and all emails were sent via my University email address. 

 

Having lost some of the potential participants owing to the anxieties surrounding 

the pandemic, the staff at the local archives institutions whom I had built a good 

rapport with kindly put me in contact with persons in the archival network (e.g., 

local authors and researchers) whom might have an interest in participating.  This 

proved to be particularly advantageous in Rotterdam being an unfamiliar city to me 

initially, and in terms of the participant feeling a sense of security when meeting 

me [óa strangerô] as we had a solid introduction through the city archive network.  

As advocates of walking methods forewarn, it is quite an ask for people to give 

their time and walk around, and particularly with someone they have never met 

before; thus ótimeô and ósafetyô are the inherent risks of WRMs (Kowalewski and 

Bartğomiejski, 2019).  

 

However, through my reaching out on official channels and with the later support 

of local archivists, I eventually carried out five walking conversations in Hull and 

five in Rotterdam.  The original idea was to conduct ten walking conversations in 
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each city, but as the walks had to take place towards the óback-endô of the project 

(owing to social distancing guidelines and travel restrictions), five walks in each 

city in fact proved to be more manageable under the time constraints.  Once the 

informed consent form had been signed and returned, a date and time agreeable 

to the participant was arranged.  In Hull, my home city, I could generally meet the 

given date and time that suited the participant.  In Rotterdam, there was a much 

smaller window given that the walks had to be conducted in a certain block of time 

that I would be there for fieldwork.  As such, I conducted four of the five walks in 

the space of one week.  As explained to the participants in the information sheet 

sent with the consent form in advance, the walks were not electronically recorded 

as a means to keep the conversation as ónaturalô as possible.  And given that 

some of the participants had a direct connection to sex work, I did not want the 

participants in such case to feel concerned that anything they said would be óon 

tapeô.  That said, each participant was aware that I would be anonymising their 

identity via a pseudonym.  In addition, the notes that I made along the way during 

the walks were shows to the participant at the end.  After transcribing the notes, I 

also sent the participant an electronic copy of the notes I made on their walk.  This 

was to check the accuracy of the data, but also to ensure that the participant was 

happy with what I had written and may potential use in the study.  I also advised 

participants before and after the walk that my notes would be kept in a secured file 

that only myself and my supervisors and examiners would have access to. 

 

All of the participants were over the age of eighteen; the age range being 27-95 at 

the time of the walk.  The participants self-identified as male (x5), female (x4) and 

transgender (x1).  Unfortunately, data from two of the walks in Hull could not be 

used in the project.  One participant (female) withdrew consent within the agreed 

six-month window in her concern that her identity might be identifiable from things 

she had said in relation to sex work operating in a specific location, and one (male) 

was withdrawn (by the candidate) after learning that he had since been named in a 

criminal investigation relating to sexual offences.  As stipulated in the information 

sheet regarding the withdrawal period, the data collected from the effected walks 

has been destroyed and has not been used in the thesis.  The final participant 

information is given in the following tables:    
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Table.3., walking conversations with participants (aged 18+) in Hull  

 

HULL:  

tŀǊǝŎƛǇŀƴǘ  

όtǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳύϝ  

hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǝƻƴ ƻǊ !Ŷƭƛŀǝƻƴ 

όƘƻǿ ŦƻǳƴŘύ  

hŎŎǳǇŀǝƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǝƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƛǘȅΦ  

5ŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǿŀƭƪ 

5ǳǊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŀƭƪ  

aŀǊƪϝ  LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ  

όƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǎǘŀũ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎύ  

tǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴΣ 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊΣ ǘƻǳǊ 

ƎǳƛŘŜΣ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōƛǊǘƘ   

мнǘƘ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлнн  

  

  
р ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  

wŜƎƛƴŀƭŘϝ  LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ  

όƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǇŀǊǝŎƛǇŀƴǘϥǎ 

ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƪ ŦƻǊ ƘŜŀƭǘƘŎŀǊŜύΦ  

wŜǝǊŜŘ ŦǊŜƛƎƘǘπŦƻǊǿŀǊŘŜǊΣ  

w!C ǾŜǘŜǊŀƴΣ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ²²н 

IǳƭƭΦ wŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōƛǊǘƘ  

уǘƘ !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлнн   

  

  

о ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  

!ƭŜȄϝ  LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ  

όǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǳǊōŀƴ 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƎǊƻǳǇύΦ  

9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ  

²ƻǊƪŜǊ όIǳƭƭ ōŀǎŜŘύΦ  

wŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōƛǊǘƘΦ  

нтǘƘ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлно   

 

п ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  

  

  

Table.4., walking conversations with participants (aged 18+) in Rotterdam 
 

ROTTERDAM:  

tŀǊǝŎƛǇŀƴǘ  

όtǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳύϝ  

hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǝƻƴ ƻǊ !Ŷƭƛŀǝƻƴ  /ƻƴƴŜŎǝƻƴ ǘƻ Ŏƛǘȅ  5ŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǿŀƭƪ  

5ǳǊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŀƭƪ  

aŜƛƪŜϝ  LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ  

όǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀƊŜǊ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ 

ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƻǳǊύΦ  

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ǊŀǎƳǳǎ  

όƘƛǎǘƻǊȅύΣ ǇŀǊǘπǝƳŜ ƻŶŎƛŀƭ 

ǘƻǳǊ ƎǳƛŘŜΦ wŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ 

ōƛǊǘƘΦ  

нрǘƘ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлнн  

  
 

н ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  

DŜŜǊǘϝ  LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ  

όƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ Ǿƛŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ǿƘƻ 

ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ 5ŜƭƊύΦ  

5ƻŎƪ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊΣ ǎŜƭŦπ
ƛŘŜƴǝŬŜŘ ǇŀǘǊƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŘπ
ƭƛƎƘǘΩ ŀǊŜŀ όмффлǎπнлллǎύΦ  
wŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōƛǊǘƘΦ  

пǘƘ aŀȅ нлнн  

  

  

о ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  

5ƻǊŀϝ  LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ  

όǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ Ǿƛŀ ·  

ώŦƻǊƳŜǊƭȅ ¢ǿƛǧŜǊϐύΦ  

CƻǊƳŜǊ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘΣ 

ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻƴ 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ wŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ 

ǎƛƴŎŜ ōƛǊǘƘΦ  

мпǘƘ !ǇǊƛƭ нлно  

  
 

у ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  

tƛŜǘŜǊϝ  LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ  

όƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǇŀǊǝŎƛǇŀƴǘ 

ŀōƻǾŜύΦ  

CƻǊƳŜǊ ǳǊōŀƴ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊΣ 
ƎǊŜŜƴ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀŎǝǾƛǎǘΦ  
wŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōƛǊǘƘΦ  

мрǘƘ !ǇǊƛƭ нлно  

  
н ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  

CƭŜǳǊϝ  5ƻƻǊπнπ5ƻƻǊΣ IǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǎ 

tǊƻǎǝǘǳǝƻƴ wƻǧŜǊŘŀƳΦ 

όǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ Ǿƛŀ ŜƳŀƛƭ 

ƎƛǾŜƴ ƻƴ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜύΦ  

9ƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ƻǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊΤ ǎŜƭŦπƛŘŜƴǝŬŜŘ ǎŜȄ 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊΦ wŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ п ȅŜŀǊǎΦ  

моǘƘ !ǇǊƛƭ нлно ϧ  

мтǘƘ !ǇǊƛƭ нлно  

у ƘƻǳǊǎΦ όƛƴŎΦ 

ƻŶŎŜ ǾƛǎƛǘύΦ  
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Having outlined the nature of my use of walking conversations and the participant 

information, I now outline my use of unaccompanied walking research in this study.  

The premise of undertaking unaccompanied walking ethnography was to connect 

to the physical and social environment of the city in general, and to then apply this 

to the spatial contexts of óred-lightô space of the past in the present tense.  It is fair 

to say that this could be seen as me ójust walking about looking at stuffô.  However, 

undertaking walking ethnography was a vital part of the research journey because 

it produced findings that may not have been felt or experienced through more static 

methods.  As Rebecca Solnit writes in Wanderlust (2002), walking is a producer of 

findings:   

 

 Walking itself is the intentional act closest to the unwilled rhythms of 
the body, to breathing and the beating of the heart. It strikes a 
delicate balance between working and idling, being and doing. Itôs a 
bodily labour that produces nothing but thoughts, experiences, 
arrivals.  

(p. 5).  

 

Accordingly, in the tenets of urban research, the underlying principle of walking 

ethnographic methods is to experience urban space as it exists, which extends to 

experiencing how certain forms of space, placemaking, identity and belonging are 

negotiated through walking practice (see Middleton, 2010; Shortwell and Brown, 

2016).  In this respect however, it has been a critical ethical consideration in this 

study of ósex workô space as to the use of walking ethnography because, in short, I 

have been able to move freely through óthe cityô in ways that óprostitutesô have not 

always been able to.  As OôNeill and Roberts (2019) make explicit, the history of 

walking is deeply embedded in broader social contexts and structural differences 

bounded by gender, class, and race (p .34).  This is no greater exemplified, in the 

contexts of this study, than by the passing of Britainôs Vagrancy Act 1824 and the 

formation of the modern police force in London shortly after in 1829, which were 

collectively tasked with óoverseeing the streetsô and to deter certain categories of 

óundesirablesô ï like female prostitutes - from walking in certain urban areas (ibid., 

see also Walkowitz, 1980).  While I have been very mindful of this while carrying 

out walking ethnographic research, the restriction of movement that many such 
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women would have experienced has been a significant element of experiencing 

former óred-lightô space in its identified spatial constraint as óan areaô.  To an extent, 

this resonates with the idea that walking research methods, particularly when used 

in conjunction with photography, have shown to aid the application of previously 

silenced or outcast bodies in landscape research (Myers, 2011) and to add sensate 

texture to representations of peoples and place (OôNeill and Hubbard, 2010; Brown 

and Banks, 2014). 

 

In sum, I conducted around 86 hours of walking ethnographic data collection in 

Hull, and around 114 hours in Rotterdam.  This was across a period of eighteen 

months in a journey through the seasons in which I recorded what I experienced in 

my notebook, and took visual images along the way.  The walking ethnographic 

data I include in the analysis may be seen by some as subjective; for it is based on 

the routes I took and the urban spaces as I experienced them.  However, meeting 

the principle of qualitative research, the use of walking ethnographic methods has 

been critical to the research process as it is has enabled me to listen to the city in 

the motion of its distinct urban transitions and contribute one story of the many that 

can be told about the city.  As Filipa Wunderlich (2008) advocates of walking in city 

spaces in general, ñthe rhythmic quality of the practice forms an integrated and 

supportive part of place-rhythms and contributes to the temporal continuity and 

distinctiveness of urban placesò (p. 136).  Ultimately, my use of walking research 

methods (conversational and ethnographic) has been the most effective means of 

experiencing and re-enacting the city, and it has also harmonised with the archival 

and visual methods as illustrated in the brief vignette taken from my fieldnotes that 

now follows.   

 

The Methods working together: A trail of two cities  

     The following vignette of the research methods working together is extracted 

from my fieldnotes covering my first research trip to Rotterdam (which was also 

the first time I had ever been to Rotterdam) in October 2021.  At this very early 

stage in the research process, the plan for was to walk the city, get my bearings, 

and collect visual data along the way.  In trying to work to chronological order (i.e., 
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engaging with the analytic time-chapters in order) for sense-making, my first call 

was to connect to the relational histories of Hull and Rotterdam in person:    

  

Hull, Monday 25th October 2021.  Its 6am and I am outside Hull station 

ready to catch the first train to that London.  The frost is biting through my 

gloves.  I am heading to Rotterdam on my first research trip.  Iôm going by 

Eurostar because the Hull-Rotterdam ferry still isnôt running due to covid.  It 

would have been easier to get the ferry, but at the same time it is strange to 

think that I will get on the train at Hull and after one change at London St 

Pancras Iôll be in Rotterdam.  Two trains and Iôll be there.  Iôve never been 

to Rotterdam before, but for some reason I donôt feel anxious.  I feel like I 

will just know my way around.  That could be because Grandad told me 

only yesterday that Rotterdam is, basically, óthe Dutch Hull except nicer 

probablyéwith skyscrapersô.  That was easy, Iôve arrived in Rotterdam.  Itôs 

10pm. Itôs dark, and bitterly cold, not many people out but the streets are 

well-lit.  Iôve already mapped my route to the hotel so I can walk there 

quickly, just a two minute walk.  Iôm in, head hits pillow.   
  

Rotterdam, Tuesday 26th October 2021.  I have walked miles today.  

Starting at 7am, I have walked streets, waterways, bridges, parks.  I found 

the archives, central library, the sex work outreach centre.  I feel like Iôve 

got my bearings.  Itôs starting to get dusk so Iôm walking back to the hotel 

now.  There is a cutting wind, blowing the sleety rain about.  The wind blows 

a pile of leaves around a corner, which isnôt on my way, but something tells 

me to follow.  I can see a lady ahead of me with a little tan dog (óHenrikô, I 

heard her calling him as she hurried him along).  I turn the corner and am 

suddenly on a street that literally stops me in my trackséGraaf Florisstraat.   

  

Here in this imprint of olde-world Europe, Graaf Floristraatôs tall terraces are 

adorned with all different ethereal front doors like you see in gothic 

cathedrals.  There is not a soul around, the lady and Henrique have 

vanished into one of the houses.  Yet there are comforting signs of life all 

around.  Model ships moored on steamy windowsills, an artist's well-worn 

brushes in a milky jar on a ledge, carved pumpkin families on doorsteps, 

clusters of damp bicycles rested by the trees, flickering candles in the 

afternoon haze, and the strongest smell of coffee.  I walk up and down the 

street with the oddest feeling of d®j¨ vu.  Iôve seen this street and walked 

the rain-washed pavement before, except not here, in Hull.  To me, Graaf 

Florisstraat (minus the Costa, baby Tescos and the pawn shops) is an echo 

of Hullôs King Edward Street:  
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Fig.3.6., Graaf Florisstraat, Rotterdam (2021, own image).  

  

  

Fig.3.7., King Edward Street, Hull (2021, own image).  


