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Sex work, or prostitution, is the provision of sexual services for money or its 

equivalent. Sex workers may be male, female, or transgendered, and the 

boundaries of sex work are vague, ranging from erotic displays without physical 

contact with the client, through to high risk unprotected sexual intercourse with 

numerous clients. Individuals may occasionally and opportunistically exact a fee 

or gift for a sexual favour without perceiving themselves to be sex workers, or 

they may engage more or less full time in the explicitly commercial provision of 

sex services. This variability results in a spectrum of implications for public health 

and health service provision; yet sex work is typically stigmatised and often 

criminalised. 

Particularly in developing countries, interventions with sex workers—health 

education, screening, and treatment for sexually transmitted infections, and 

condom supply—are the most cost effective HIV control strategy.1 Developing 

appropriate interventions requires a comprehensive picture of the shape and 

location of local sex industries.2 To aid programme managers in this task, we 

sought to develop a typology of sex work that can be used as a checklist for 

situation assessments. 

            The National Network of Sex Workers (NNSW) is a collective led by sex 

workers in India to protect and promote the rights of those in the profession at 

the local, national, and international levels. Along with giving a voice to the issues 

of sex workers at all relevant forums, they also work to address myths, 

misconceptions, stigma, discrimination that marginalize sex workers and creates 

conditions for violence against them. 

            Although sex work is not a crime in India, many sex workers face threats 

because of associated activities that are criminalized under law, such as running 
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or managing a brothel and soliciting in public spaces. Additionally, stigma makes 

sex workers vulnerable to violence and discrimination. 

            One sex worker in India explains, “there is no room for respect or 

acceptance towards our profession as sex workers. When I approach schools with 

sufficient income and all the required documents, my 5-year-old child still is 

denied admission. Although there is no legal requirement to provide the father’s 

name or documents, one school used it as an excuse to deny my child’s right to 

education. And when a pregnant sex worker needs to have her delivery, the 

hospital gives her the lowest priority, even in an emergency.” 

Members of the sex worker community also face new vulnerabilities caused by 

the COVID-19 pandemic and alienation from the government’s responses. To 

protect the rights of those in stigmatized professions, we need data and evidence. 

Community members are in the best position to reach out to each other and 

create a record of our experiences and development status. 

Becoming a Field Investigator 

In 2019, the Wada Na Todo Abhiyan (WNTA) campaign, which promotes 

government accountability to end poverty and social exclusion, invited the NNSW 

to participate in the 100 Hotspots Study on socially excluded and vulnerable 

communities as seen through the SDGs. Seizing the opportunity to track 

development issues in our community, we gathered community data for 100 

households between Maharashtra and Telangana states. It was an important 

exercise for the network to engage with other campaigns and also build data on 

the sex worker community. 

WNTA trained me on research methodology and collecting data. Initially, it was 

very challenging, as members of the community hesitated to participate, in order 

to keep their identities confidential. Being a sex worker myself, I was able to 

convince them by explaining that this research will be useful for strengthening the 

rights of sex workers. It would have been very difficult for a non-community 

member to engage sex workers to obtain the right information. 

Findings from Sex-Worker-Led Households 

Less than 35% of the people living in sex workers’ households reported having a 

birth certificate; lack of identity documents limits their access to basic services 
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like scholarships, housing, public distribution system, and other government 

benefits. Health care is important for sex workers given the nature of our 

profession. However, those I interviewed had to spend their own money to access 

health care services from private providers because of discrimination by state 

providers. 

The level of education among community members is just 43%. Sex workers 

aspire to better education and employment opportunities for our children, but 

discrimination and stigma deter our children from schooling, and especially 

through local government schools. In some places, sex workers collectives and 

organizations have set up hostels and schools to ensure our children can access 

basic education. 

Most sex workers’ households lack economic and social security because they are 

unable to own land or homes. The majority of those I interviewed live in single 

rooms, with no separate kitchen and community bathrooms. Approximately 50% 

of the land owned by sex workers’ households is in a women’s name, but this 

number is unsatisfactory considering that the majority of women in the 

community are the sole income-earners in their families. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown have made us more vulnerable. The 

national government recognized the vulnerability of some sections of the 

population, such as migrant laborers, unorganized laborers, and women, sex 

workers remain uncounted, invisible, and stigmatised. Government relief 

packages do not provide anything for us. 

Many of our community members find it difficult to meet day-to-day needs, given 

that we cannot entertain clients, and our access to state services is negligible. The 

health care system is totally focused on the COVID-19 pandemic, and we have had 

more difficulties than usual in accessing regular health care services. 

Despite the high prevalence of violence perpetrated by police officers and other 

state authorities, reporting on these incidents is negligible. This reflects the lack of 

implementation of the Constitutional rights or legislation, as well as the continued 

stranglehold of social exclusion and hierarchies. 

Documenting Those Left Behind 
The community research process introduced me to the SDGs and their focus on 
vulnerable communities under the “leave no one behind” principle. 
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Sex workers face the threats of police brutality, violence from clients, and 
ostracization from community and even their families. The larger society too has a 
negative and biased opinion of sex workers, which furthers the hardships, 
violence and challenges in accessing services or justice. 
To protect the rights of those in stigmatized professions, we need data and 
evidence to articulate our status. Such data and information can only be gathered 
through members of the community, because none other than us know the kind 
of challenges we face. 
           This report is one of the first ones where we engaged with larger civil 
society networks and also built up basic documentation of our context. This work 
enables us to raise our concerns with the state and have a voice in global and 
international forums. 
             The reasons why people take money or gifts for sex are very varied. In 
some ancient traditions prostitution was recognised as the hereditary calling of 
particular subgroups or castes. In these cases women were “born into 
prostitution.” There are echoes of this practice in India and Nepal where 
descendents of temple dancers (Devadasis) and female court musicians (Nautch 
girls) still follow their “hereditary” calling, although their ritual significance is 
greatly diminished. 
             Currently most sex work has a strong economic basis, primarily as a source 
of income for sex workers, but also for dependent kin and associates including 
pimps, managers, and ancillary workers.  Individual sex workers have very 
different levels of need ranging from survival, debt, drug dependency coercion 
and social connection, to desire for wealth and social mobility. These underlying 
motives affect the sex worker’s autonomy and ability to respond to health 
promotion messages. For example, a refugee with dependent children in a war 
zone is less empowered to insist that a passing soldier uses a condom than an 
escort in a wealthy country, who may be supplementing her income to buy a 
better car. 
 

mailto:hemantev25@rediffmail.com

