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In the nineteenth century, British authorities at home and abroad attempted to 
regulate prostitution in order to combat the spread of venereal diseases. Philip 
Howell examines in detail four sites of such regulated prostitution – Liverpool, 
Cambridge, Gibraltar and Hong Kong – and considers the similarities as well as 
the differences between colonial and metropolitan practices. Placing these sites 
within their local, regional and global contexts, the author argues that the British 
administration of commercial sexuality was deeper and more extensive than 
 conventionally portrayed. The book challenges our understanding of what con-
stitutes colonial regulation and also confronts imperial historiographies in which 
projects are simply translated from metropolis to periphery. By emphasizing both 
particular sites of regulated prostitution, and their place in the British imperial 
world, this book contributes not only to histories of gender and sexuality, but also 
to the revision of British imperial history.

philip  how ell is Senior Lecturer in the Department of Geography, Cambridge 
University, and a Fellow of Emmanuel College, Cambridge.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Cambridge Studies in Historical Geography 43

Series editors
alan r.  h.  bak er,  r ichar d dennis,  deryck holdsworth

Cambridge Studies in Historical Geography encourages exploration of the philosophies, 
methodologies and techniques of historical geography and publishes the results of new 
research within all branches of the subject. It endeavours to secure the marriage of tradi-
tional scholarship with innovative approaches to problems and to sources, aiming in this 
way to provide a focus for the discipline and to contribute towards its development. The 
series is an international forum for publication in historical geography which also pro-
motes contact with workers in cognate disciplines.

For a full list of titles in the series, please go to: www.cambridge.org/historicalgeography

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


GEOGRAPHIES OF 
REGULATION

Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century  
Britain and the Empire

PHILIP HOWELL

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


cambr idge university pr ess
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore,  
São Paulo, Delhi

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 8RU, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521853651

© Philip Howell 2009

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without  
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2009

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
Howell, Philip, 1965–
 Geographies of regulation: policing prostitution in nineteenth-century
 Britain and the Empire / Philip Howell.
  p. cm. (Cambridge studies in historical geography 43)
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
 ISBN 978-0-521-85365-1 (hardback) 1. Prostitution–Great Britain–History– 
 19th century. 2. Prostitution–Great Britain–Colonies–History–19th century. 
 I. Title.
 HQ185.A5.H68 2009
 363.4 40917124109034–dc22   2009020684

ISBN 978-0-521-85365-1 hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to  
in this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such  
websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


v

List of figures page vi
List of tables viii
Preface and acknowledgements ix

1 Introduction: Britain and the historical geography of  
regulationism 1

2 Partial legislation and privileged places: the Contagious  
Diseases Acts 28

3 Liverpool, localisation and the municipal regulation of  
prostitution in Britain 76

4  A private Contagious Diseases Act: prostitution and the  
proctorial system in Victorian Cambridge 113

5 Sexuality, sovereignty and space: colonial law and the  
making of prostitute subjects in Gibraltar and the  
British Mediterranean 152

6 Race and the regulation of prostitution in Hong Kong and  
the overseas empire 188

7 Conclusions: mapping the politics of regulation  229

Sources and bibliography 252
Index 288

Contents

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


0.1 Plan of Spinning House, Cambridge page x
1.1 Commemorative stained glass portrait of Josephine Butler, All Saints’ 

Church, Jesus Lane, Cambridge 13
2.1 Subjected districts under the Contagious Diseases Acts 29
2.2 The administrative structure of the Contagious Diseases Acts of 1864, 

1866 and 1869 40
2.3 Women registered under the Contagious Diseases Acts, 1870 48
2.4 Members of the Association for Promoting the Extension of the 

Contagious Diseases Acts, 1870 57
2.5 Memorial from members of the medical profession in support of the 

Contagious Diseases Acts, 1872 58
2.6 Local secretaries and correspondents of the Ladies’ National  

Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts, 1873 59
2.7 Petition for repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts, 1878 60
3.1 Offences for drunkenness in England and Wales per 100,000  

population, 1892 84
3.2 Prostitution offences in England and Wales in proportion to the  

female population aged 15–40, 1871 85
3.3 Brothel districts in Liverpool, c.1890 100
3.4 Blandford Street, Liverpool, c.1890 101
3.5 ‘Drabs and duchesses’: Liverpool Chief Constable Nott-Bower  

attacked for picking on working-class women 109
4.1 Two views of the Spinning House, St Andrew’s Street, Cambridge,  

c.1890 118
4.2 ‘A curious group of buildings in Cambridge’: the Spinning House  

in the local landscape of morality 119
4.3 Brothels and suspected houses in Victorian Cambridge 123
4.4 Residences of women arrested in Cambridge by the proctors,  

1840 and 1850 124

Figures

vi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of figures vii

4.5 Locations of streetwalking and soliciting offences in Cambridge,  
1823–94 125

4.6 Arrests of suspected prostitutes in Cambridge, 1823–94, and Oxford, 
1822–53 136

4.7 Geographical origin of arrested women in Cambridge, 1823–94 138
5.1 Plan of Gibraltar in the late nineteenth century 163
5.2 Location of brothels in Gibraltar, 1868–1921 178
6.1 Recognised and licensed brothels in central Hong Kong, 1853–78 202
6.2 Prosecutions under Hong Kong Contagious Diseases Ordinances,  

1859–77 203
6.3 Sir John Pope Hennessy and family, 1889 205
6.4 Licensed brothels in central Hong Kong, 1879 213
6.5 Unlicensed brothels in central Hong Kong, 1872 214
6.6 Reported classes of licensed brothels in central Hong Kong,  

1879 216

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


2.1 Recorded dates of commencement of operations in subjected  
districts under the Contagious Diseases Acts page 44

2.2 Lock hospital provision for the subjected districts under the  
Contagious Diseases Acts up to 1870 45

2.3 Statistics for stations under the Contagious Diseases Acts, 1870 47
2.4 Statistics of venereal infection of men in stations under or not  

under the Contagious Diseases Acts, 1867–72 52
4.1 Occupations of parents of women arrested by Cambridge proctors  

as suspected prostitutes, 1823–94, by employment classification 139
5.1 Residence and status of sex workers in Gibraltar, 1868–1921 175
5.2 Ages of sex workers in Gibraltar by residence and status,  

1868–1921 177

Tables

viii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85365-1 - Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century
Britain and the Empire
Philip Howell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521853651
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ix

They’re not so unimportant, the places we live in. They aren’t only the framework for our 
actions, they involve themselves in the actions, they change the  scenery; and not infre-
quently, when we say ‘circumstances’, what we really mean is a  particular place which 
never became interested in us.             Christa Wolf, The Quest for Christa T.

My old department office looks down onto Downing Place. Not very much more 
than a hundred years ago, if the same vantage point had existed, the view would 
have included the backyard of the Spinning House, the University’s private prison, 
where women suspected of being common prostitutes were locked up and com-
pelled to undergo inspection for signs of venereal disease. Today it is the noises 
associated with laboratory animals that carry, but back then it might have been 
the sounds of commotion from incarcerated women. Every day, I pass not only 
the location of the Spinning House, but also those of other Victorian disciplinary 
institutions: the former police station, the old town gaol, and the servants’ train-
ing institute set up by University clergymen, part of whose mission was to divert 
wayward girls from a career of prostitution. Crossing like this into what was once 
known as ‘Barnwell’ is far from the journey that it was in the nineteenth century, 
but the social divisions that helped to authorise the policing of prostitution can be 
faintly felt even so. It does not take that great a feat of the imagination to imag-
ine the geographies of regulation that once existed, and the circumstances that 
Christa Wolf’s narrator sees as reducing individuals more or less to anonymity 
even as they dominate and structure their lives.

This book does indeed primarily concern the contours of power and control in 
particular places, rather than, say, the practices of prostitution or the experiences 
of sex workers. I have tried nonetheless, even and especially when the archives 
offered little in terms of the nature and texture of people’s lives, to remember 
those who inhabited these landscapes of regulation. My route out of the heart of 
town, down Mill Road, skirts the cemetery where the fifteen-year-old sex worker 
Emma Rolfe, the victim of a brutal murder, is buried, and whose headstone I 
chanced upon years ago. It was always salutary to remember that Emma Rolfe 
was more than a name in a register, though what we know of most other women 

Preface and acknowledgements
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x Preface and acknowledgements

in her situation is limited largely to what was recorded in the bureaucracy of 
regulation. And, whilst she clearly cannot stand in for all those who participated 
in the business of sex, the characterisation of sex workers as, or only as, victims 
being politically problematic, she remains all the same a reminder of how danger-
ous ‘sex work’ can be. Whether it is appropriate to use words like ‘sex worker’ 
to describe women like her is also debatable, and it might be worth pointing 
out that I have generally avoided contemporary terminology in this book. I have 
instead tended to switch between terms such as ‘prostitute’, ‘prostituted woman’, 
‘prostitute woman’, and (very occasionally) ‘sex worker’, if only to acknowledge 
the terminological, conceptual and political difficulties involved in any writing on 
this topic. Whilst this book is not intended as a contribution to current controver-
sies, I might hereby enter a plea that the complexity and diversity of ‘Victorian’ 
approaches to policing ‘prostitution’ be recognised, and not reduced as it so often 
is to a caricature of repressive moralism.

It is a very long time since I began researching this topic, and it is a surprise to 
me, if perhaps not to others, quite how long this book has taken to write. Partly, 
and inevitably given the nature of modern academic life, this is because research 
typically has to be directed at the relative immediacy of journal publication. I am 
accordingly grateful to the editors of a number of journals, and to my co-authors, 

Figure 0.1 Plan of Spinning House, Cambridge. Source: Cambridge University Library 
MS. Plans. a.1(17).
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and support. I would like to single out Miles Ogborn, to whose work on the 
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some of his work here. Others whose research has been close and cognate are 
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Paschalidi, and Chris Whitton. Maria Paschalidi and her family offered me 
astonishing hospitality as well as help in Corfu, and Ingrid de Smet and Hugo 
Tucker provided the same service, a long time ago now, in Oxford. Other friends, 
for whose intellectual and social support I give heartfelt thanks, include Stuart 
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I received a small but important grant from HSBC, administered by the Royal 
Geographical Society with the Institute of British Geographers, which I gratefully 
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