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Abstract

In a field dominated by research on street-based prostitution, Teela Sanders’s first book ‘Sex Work: A Risky Business’ offers a much needed analysis of the complexity and plurality of contemporary sex markets.
Grounded in the lived experiences of 55 women operating in a range of settings (from saunas, escort agencies and streets to private flats) in the city of Birmingham, this fascinating study offers a real insight into the more empirically significant sectors of the sex industry. Avoiding what Weitzer calls ‘gratuitous moralizing’ (2000: 6), a tendency all too common in this field, and in keeping with a tradition of sound ethnographic practice, Sanders looks beyond the ascription of deviancy to uncover the more normative and routine elements of sex-work culture. In providing an empirically detailed yet analytically nuanced account of the organizational features of commercial sex this work complements an already rich body of scholarship in this vein (O’Connell Davidson, 1998; Brewis and Linsted, 2000; West, 2000).

Saunders refuses to allow structural constraints to collapse and flatten subjects who are presented as sentient and reflexive, resisting strictures imposed upon them and attempting to control their circumstances by assessing risks, adapting and changing practices as they learn from their own and others’ shared experiences. By the same token the author is not naïve and is careful not to overplay the ascription of agency, taking care to balance accounts with instances when structural divisions and occupational contexts hinder an individual’s ability to control outcomes. By combining a socio-psychological with a socio-structural analysis, Sanders is able to overcome the classic individual vs. structure/victimization vs. autonomy dualism. 

By viewing women as subjects managing risks in prostitution, rather than as ‘risky subjects’ per se, Saunders’s work joins a tradition of post-structuralist work which marks a departure from previous studies on prostitution which focus upon an uncritical acceptance of negative criminological and/or epidemiological categories and, in doing so, (sometimes unconsciously, sometimes not) consolidate and legitimatize increased penal and medicalized forms of discipline and control. 

She moves away from modernist discourse, locating her study in the literature of governance, risk and regulation. The discussion of risk becomes a device for consideration of agency and control in the context of the individuals interaction with structure. At the same time Sanders’s work provides empirical depth to an often abstract discussion of risk and social theory, serving to highlight the importance of gender, class and location. 

This study is an important and rich insight into sex workers’ assessment of harms, and a prelude to a subsequent book on clients. While health is depicted as controllable, violence is less predictable and careful mechanisms employed by workers including information sharing help to make the indoor market safer. The most difficult risk is the emotional and psychological consequences, requiring considerable labour to contain. 
The legal and social sanctions (Zatz 1997) that surround sex work are seen as structures which undermine the women’s efforts to manage risk, especially criminalization. The continued failure to appreciate the negative structuring effects of law is a vital insight into policy failures. 

We should be wary of protection premised upon a rhetoric of victimhood rather than a commitment to address the real structural issues that affect women in sex work as detailed by women themselves. This book offers valuable insight into their experiences which inform suggestions for reform to foster and increase their capacity for control.
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This book is a “must read” for students wishing more explicit knowledge of indoor prostitution markets and an excellent example of scientific ethnography. In Sex Work: A Risky Business, Teela Sanders uses the techniques of inside observation to investigate and explicate the practice and organization of illegal prostitution venues in Birmingham, United Kingdom. Immersing herself in the “life-worlds” of women working in indoor prostitution, Sanders’s research relies on more than 1,000 hours of observation of the sex industry and taped interviews with 55 women in the context of their workplaces. Impressive is the author’s ability to focus on the occupational part of her study while overcoming the common temptation to fixate on the illegal part.

The author’s research methodology is firmly grounded, indeed the informed reader would assume that Sanders had studied under the tutelage of the great ethnographers of the Chicago School. Her observations are in sharp contrast to conventional beliefs. She pries beneath the surface to reveal the realities of the struggles that sex workers undergo to maintain emotional well being. She explores the meaning of professionalism, demonstrating that much of sex work qualifies as professional under accepted terminology.
Sex Work: A Risky Business is valuable as a guidebook for ethnographic and observational methodology. It is written in an easily readable style yet is based and built on a strong foundation of ethnographic and observational research literature. Sanders’s book is a valuable addition to the scientific research literature in general and specifically to the growing body of prostitution literature.
Edward Schauer
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Combining both the findings of an ethnographical study together with criminological and sociological theories, this book takes the reader on a journey into the world of the commercial sex industry in Britain. It concentrates primarily on the lives of women who work ‘indoors’ – in saunas, brothels, as escorts and from the Internet – providing a vivid insight into a trade typically veiled in secrecy due to long-established societal condemnation. Using evidence from her research, Teela Sanders aims to dispel some of the stereotypical beliefs, which depict female sex workers as being ‘passive victims’ of the dangers they face within their occupation. Through analysing the way in which they organize themselves as individuals and their daily activities, Sanders maintains that though she does not ‘argue that women rationally enter into prostitution’, she does ‘argue for rationality in responding to risks’ (p. 3). Indeed, such a portrayal of the women she encountered being proactive and working in a regulated manner is prevalent throughout the book.

Sanders describes in detail her ethnographic methodology, overcoming traditional taboo, gaining access to the women and finally winning their trust. From the point of view of policing she outlines how the resources used have had little effect, and merely increased the risks. Sanders claims that ‘some aspects of prostitution are undergoing a process of professionalization’ (p. 159) which render legislative attempts to criminalize this activity futile and further damaging to the women involved. When I was first presented with this book to review, I must admit to having felt somewhat sceptical regarding its purpose – an observation based on my belief that the dangers of prostitution had been well documented by previous texts. However, reading the opening chapters soon prompted the realization that this was going to be a very different and deeper insight into the subject. Sanders acknowledges, but does not dwell on, the concerns typically associated with prostitution such as the health hazards, nor does she portray the women she met as being helpless. Instead, she provides a varied account of a range of risks which the women encounter – tangible and intangible – followed by details of the proactive steps they take to address them. These issues are powerfully illustrated through extracts of interviews with workers, which serve, in my view, to prompt a clearer understanding for the reader. I found it informative and enlightening and was left feeling that Sanders had managed to achieve this in a way which is balanced and realistic without being judgemental or idealistic.
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This is an excellent book, making a valuable contribution to both theory and practice for a wide audience including those interested in sex work, risk and risk management, ethnographic research and community safety. It provides a rich source of qualitative data from 55 indoor sex workers and seeks to understand the risks they face while carrying out their work. It explores the importance of indoor sex work ‘makers and takers’ (from maids and doormen through to policy-makers and researchers), drawing heavily on sex workers’ own descriptions of the creation and management of risk. As such it fills an important gap in research in this field, which has, in the main, focused on street markets.

This provides valuable insights for theories of risk and resilience as it challenges the dangerous dichotomy between vulnerability and victimization on the one hand and agency and self-determination on the other. Protection of the emotional and physical self is intricately linked to an awareness of vulnerability and agency. It covers insightful consideration of the different levels of access that have to be permeated before the researcher can eventually meet individual sex workers. The discussion of methodology covers insightful consideration of the different levels of access that have to be permeated before the researcher can eventually meet individual sex workers. The book is well structured, and women’s capacity to manage complex, split and divided lives is cleverly explored. The efforts to protect themselves, and those around them against violence and stigma illustrate the skills and sensitivities of both the women researched and the researcher herself. The sex workers’ internal worlds both influence and are influenced by the external regulation, control and stigmatization of sex markets.
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