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PRECARIOUS LIVES 

Analyzing the Contemporary Struggles of Sex Workers and Their Children in 

Sonagachi 

 

 

Abstract 

The paper delves into the precarity and constant struggle that seems to be part of the lives of sex 

workers and their children in present day Sonagachi. Using an intersectional lens and following 

popular, state as well as ground level narratives, it looks at the lived as well as assumed realities 

of this marginalized and stigmatized group, focusing on the area of Sonagachi in West Bengal, one 

of the biggest red-light districts in Asia. Drawing upon the work done by community-based 

organizations like Durbar Mahila Samnwaya Committee, Amra Padatik etc., the study tries to take 

a look at structural barriers, legal interventions, health imperatives and societal stigma and how 

these affect the lived realities of sex workers and their children today. Finally, it calls for a more 

nuanced and sensitive approach and urges for a move from the paternalistic ‘savior’ role to one 

based on mutual recognition and dignity. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Introduction 

Sonagachi is a name notoriously associated with all kinds of deviant, criminal behavior in the 

minds of the layman. There are few chosen spaces in the country where the taboo around a 

particular space is as high as this. The reason for this is the outrage of the dearly held normative 

standards of sexuality. Sonagachi is one of the biggest redlight districts in Asia and is a hub for 

commercial sex work.  

A link between sex work and trafficking has been part of common parlance and a reflection of it 

is seen even in the sanctified laws of the country. The ITPA of 1986 clearly links the two together 

with trafficking seen as almost an undisputable cause of sex work. While it does not criminalize 

sex work directly, it curtails almost all of its subsidiary aspects which in effect renders sex workers 

even more vulnerable and legally paralyzed. By attacking all those who are not the sex worker 

themselves but are integral to the continuance of her profession and earning, the law clearly marks 

out the ‘desirable’ normative citizen from the ‘undesirable deviant’ ones. The sex worker clearly 

falls in the outer circle of Rubin’s (2012) charmed circle. Her work is devoid of the sanction of 

‘good, normal, natural, blessed sexuality,’ she is clearly a part of the outer ‘bad, abnormal, 

unnatural and damned sexuality.’  

 



Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee 

The repercussions of such an evaluation of a group of people in society are severe. DMSC or 

Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee is a sex workers’ collective that has been operating out of 

Sonagachi since 1995 and has been in the forefront of the struggle against such unjust 

discrimination and dehumanization of sex workers and their profession. They initially started as 

part of an HIV intervention drive. The ‘Sonagachi model’ as it is widely called (Nag,2005), was 

unexpectedly successful in reducing HIV risk and increases safe sex practices. It was one of the 

only places where the model had been implemented where there has been such a sharp decline in 

unsafe sex practices as well as sexually transmitted disease spread.  

One main reason for such success, as quoted by Nag (2005), is the recruitment of sex workers 

themselves as peer educators in this drive to motivate the members of the community to change 

their practices. During the course of their work, they realized it was only through active 

mobilization of all for the common cause of their struggle, that any substantial change could be 

actualized, and therefore out of this realization, Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee was 

started. They have been from the beginning arguing for recognition of sex work as work and in 

this matter one primary source of constant trouble has been the ITPA against which they carried 

out their historic march to the national capital in 2006. 

 

Amra Padatik  

While Durbar was formed with the realization that sex workers’ lives were especially precarious 

and that they would remain so unless there was development of a consciousness and mobilization 

within the community, it was with the realization that the stigma and humiliation was not limited 

to only those who were directly associated with the trade, that Amra Padatik was formed. 

The most severely affected other than the women engaged in this profession, were their children. 

Given the intrinsic link association between mothers and children in the eyes of the larger 

mainstream society, the stigma also gets transferred from the sex workers to their children, 

particularly those who live in the redlights districts with them, very easily.  

While older parents or siblings most often have no information about the work these women are 

engaged in, in the few cases where they are aware, they usually live outside the redlight districts, 

generally in far off places. However, children, since the father is usually absent in the majority of 

the cases, usually stay with their mothers only, especially if the other family members do not know 

about her profession. Therefore, children grow up in an atmosphere of constant discrimination and 

degradation at the hands of broader society. But, given their young age and relative lack of maturity 

in gauging the depth of these issues and their broader structural reverberations, this constant battle 

against humiliation leads often to a strained relation between the parent and the child. The children 

in many cases end up with strained relations with their mothers since, because of their limited 

understanding of societal systems and norms, their mother’s way of life seems to be the point of 

deviancy and the cause of their struggles. 

Amra Padatik was born in 2006 out of the realization that for the mothers’ revolution to be 

successful, the children’s co-operation and support is a must. It's a struggle against a systemic 



structure and not individual acts. According to the founding member of the organization, it was 

the question “if our mothers can be proud of their profession and clearly declare it as work, why 

can’t we? What are we ashamed of?” The organization was established in the Sonagachi area by 

twelve children of the community and is today a CBO run almost exclusively by members of the 

community and has thirty-four centers across West Bengal.  

 

 

 

Popular Conception of Struggles 

While stigma has been persistent in the minds of the larger society, an idea of the many issues sex 

workers has to face as a result of this stigma as well as part of their occupation, has been a part of 

popular discourse for quite long. Along with the recognition of these problems, different attempts 

have also been made to address them. 

 

Health Risks and Intervention 

Health has been one of the primary concerns of the state in case of sex-work. Commercial sex 

work was seen as one of the greatest sources of spread of sexually transmitted diseases particularly 

AIDS due to unsafe sexual practices. With a rising concern around the spread of HIV in the latter 

half of the 20th century, the Indian state also became quite active in its attempts to curb this menace. 

Many HIV prevention drives were arranged across the country to target red-light areas to treat the 

already affected and promote safe sex practices to prevent further rise in infections.  

Nag (2005) talks of the Sonagachi model that was put in place to address this issue, however, 

instead of having a top-down approach as in the case of other programs, the Sonagachi model used 

a unique peer-educator pattern where members of the community were themselves trained and put 

on the field. They were trained for a six-week long period and were expected to visit a specified 

number of sex workers per day and discuss safe sex practices and impart knowledge about STDs. 

They were also to provide them with condoms if required and admit those who were sick in the 

clinics that had been set up. The Sonagachi model showed unprecedented success in curbing the 

spread of HIV and promotion of safe –sex practices.  

Sex-work is also seen as integrally related to the idea of extreme poverty. It is assumed to be the 

last resort for anyone engaged in this field. Therefore, malnutrition and related diseases and 

deficiencies, not only in adults but also their children are seen as a major issue left to be tackled 

effectively. 

Martin-Romo et. al (2023) speak about the numerous mental health concerns that are also a part 

of the lives of sex workers. Since their lives are seen as marred with issues of violence, substance 

abuse, high-risk sexual practices etc., depression in the younger population and post-traumatic 

stress disorder seem to be the most common concerns. There is also a high prevalence of anxiety 

disorders according to them. Mood disorders and substance related disorders are also frequently 

witnessed. They are most definitely seen as a group much more likely to develop mental health 



related concerns in comparison to the general population. While Martin-Romo et al (2023) speak 

in context of Spain, according to the members of amra Padatik, based on their experience in the 

field, the situation in the case of Sonagachi and other centers in West Bengal is very close to it. 

 

Legal and Bureaucratic Structures 

Given the perception of sex work as a criminal or deviant activity, the legal and bureaucratic 

encounters of sex workers are complex to say the least. Many times, these paper truths (Tarlo,2001) 

have been strong impediments in the path of acquiring even basic rights for them. One clear case 

of complex bureaucratic demands has been in the field of education. For a very long time, the 

father’s name was considered to be indispensable for admission to schools, and hence, children of 

the community were almost automatically kept out of the schooling system despite it being a 

fundamental right guaranteed by the Indian state, since in most cases the father was absent from 

their lives. It was through continuous advocacy in part of DMSC and other like-minded 

organizations that certain allowances were made, and the mother’s name was recognized as valid 

identity for the child.  

In terms of access to police or other remedial mechanisms also, the prejudice against the 

community becomes a hinderance in the path of justice. While laws like the ITPA do not directly 

criminalize the sex worker, they create circumstances in which unbridled power goes to the hand 

of the state and police and no accountability is demanded. Some aspects like 4A of ITPA clearly 

discriminate against the community since they do not allow anyone to live off the earnings of sex 

work after eighteen years of age and thus virtually push the children also either into the profession 

of commercial sex work or into deviant criminal means of survival. 

Popular Media Portrayal 

Sircar and Dutta (2011) argue that popular media images have tended to solely focus on the 

impoverished conditions of sex-workers and their miseries. It is only compassion of the ‘other’ hat 

these women and their children are expected to be deserving of. They take up the example of the 

widely acclaimed film ‘Born into Brothels’ to illustrate their argument. They criticize the rescue 

and rehabilitate model and argue for a more holistic viewing of the issue in media which will not 

only focus on the struggles but also on the ground level resistance of these women and children.  

  

 

Current Concerns  

 

Through engagement with Amra Padatik and DMSC’s experienced members over a period of a 

month and through the data gathered from surveys done with 350 respondents across the state in 

the age range of 13-17 years, the ground reality regarding the current concerns of the community 

seems to be a bit more nuanced and complex than what has been the popular legal or media 

conception. 



In terms of health interventions, the Sonagachi Model has worked extremely well, however, access 

to healthcare still remains precarious. While the entry of sex workers or their children may not be 

barred outright, there are subtle difficulties that make it almost impossible to access proper medical 

attention. Spatial issues here include problems like availability of HIV and STD treatment clinics 

inside the heart of Sonagachi but absence of regular medical professionals who would treat other 

issues. If the members of the community are to then avail, services outside, they are then pushed 

towards an unwilling revelation of their identity and work which often leads to stigmatization and 

hinders proper treatment. In almost 60% of the survey forms, respondents mention they only go to 

doctors if the illness is severe since they are often maltreated if they visit the clinics. There also 

seems to be a case of son preference active in terms of medical attention provided to children in 

the community. 

In terms of bureaucratic measures, while continuous advocacy and struggle in part of these 

organizations have assured entry into schools for children, they still face major issues in their 

course of learning. Schools like other places also become a hub of humiliation and discrimination 

for many which can range from bullying and name-calling by other students to discouragement by 

teachers and deliberate harassment. Along with all these there is an additional constraint of having 

a suitable atmosphere to study and prepare for school. Since most women work during the evening 

and night, children when they return from school have no space in the house to study, so they 

instead wile away their time wandering outside aimlessly or even in some extreme cases engaging 

in substance abuse. Therefore, only formal entry to schools is not enough. There is a need to 

intervene and create suitable circumstances that would enable students to successfully pursue 

academics in reality and would allow them a chance at the same dignified life as others. 

In terms of law making, there is an express need to recognize the anti-people character of the ITPA, 

instead of recognizing sex work as a form of labor and guaranteeing labor rights for the 

community, these laws end up degrading them to the level of criminals or mindless victims in need 

of ‘proper guidance’ and sympathy from the dominant actors in the mainstream.  

Members of Amra Padatik and DMSC vociferously criticize the state’s tendency to conflate the 

idea of trafficking and sex work. They speak of the SRB or self-regulatory board models put in 

place which acts as a powerful check against entry of minors or unwilling majors into the 

profession. They speak ardently of the risks of conflating sex work with trafficking since they 

believe instead of  checking trafficking it’ll lead to more precarious conditions, since the entire 

operation will then become shadowy, de-centralized and ill-regulated. Not only would the women 

again be at increased risk of violence and diseases, but there would also be much more unchecked 

trafficking and entry of minors and unwilling majors into the profession.  

They are also critical of the rescue and rehabilitation model, since they argue that only removal is 

not the answer, who is to be removed and to where remains pertinent. The question of autonomy 

of the individual and their agency cannot be negated in the name of ‘doing good’. Poorly planned 

and maintained homes can be much worse than brothel conditions according to them and even the 

survey data shows a clear reluctance on the part of children to stay in any such homes, especially 

government regulated ones. 

 



The Way Forward 

Like Sircar and Dutta (2011), the members of both these organizations stressed the importance of 

recognition of agency of the people and talked about the problems that come with a top-down 

approach to relief and reform. They all stress the need for representation, and heterogeneous 

representation at that, for the actual ground realities to be reflected in the broader state directives. 

There is also a need for more nuanced study of the problems at hand in their contemporary spatial 

temporal context. Implementation of already proposed changes also remains vital in this regard.  

To become a true ally according to them, there is need first of recognition of the ‘other’ as their 

equal and to move away from conceptions of ‘saving’ to spaces of recognition, dignity and agency. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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