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ABSTRACT 

Prostitution has a long history in India with references in Kautilya’s Arthashashtra (300 B.C.) 

and Vatsayana’s Kama Sutra (1st & 4th centuries A.D.) and described it “as sexual intercourse 

in exchange of money”. Brothels are established especially dedicated for prostitution. The 

devadasi system of dedicating unmarried young girls to gods in Hindu temples is still 

prevalent in India. The causes of prostitution include ill treatment by parents, bad company, 

family prostitutes, social customs, rape, bad marriages and trafficking through coercion and 

deception. Thousands of girls are trafficked in red light districts every year. These victims are 

often subjected to cruel mental and physical abuse in order to keep them in servitude and 

exposed to STDs including HIV/AIDS. Immoral Trafficking Prevention Act (ITPA) does not 

punish prostitution but it punishes activities of pimping, operating brothels and soliciting 

sex. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Prostitution as a social institution existed in India right from ancient past and described as 

sexual intercourse in exchange of money. In India, prostitution itself is not illegal, but the 

surrounding activities like operating brothels, pimping and soliciting sex are illegal. 

Prostitution is currently a contentious issue in India. Normally girl prostitutes are 

categorized as common prostitutes, singers and dancers, call girls, religious prostitutes 

(devdasis) and caged brothel prostitutes. Brothels are establishments specially dedicated to 

prostitution and often confined to red light areas in big cities. Sonagachi in Kolkata, 

Kamathipura in Mumbai, G.B.Road in New Delhi, Reshampura in Gwalior and Budhwar Peth 

in Pune host thousands of sex workers. They are the famous red light areas in India. Earlier 

other centres like Dal Mandi in Varanasi, Naqqasa Bazaar in Saharanpur, Mali Sahi in 

Bhubaneshwar, Chaturbhuj Sthan in Muzaffarpur, Peddapuram and Gudivada in Andhra 

Pradesh.(1) There is a widespread belief that prostitution is primarily responsible for origin 

and spread of AIDS in India as it was first detected amongst them in Chennai in 1986 and 

phenomenal rise of HIV infection amongst them in red light areas of Mumbai and other big 

cities but it reflects a lack of knowledge about complex nature of both prostitution and HIV 

spread in general population.
(2)

 

 

HISTORICAL ASPECT 

Prostitution as a profession has a long history in India. A whole chapter is devoted on it in 

Kautilya’s Arthashashtra written circa 300 BC and Vatsayana’s Kama Sutra written between 

the first and fourth centuries AD.(1) Sanskrit literature describes them as veshya 

(prostitutes), sadhurani (public women), rupajiva (one who earns her living by using her 

charms), ganika (enjoyed by one person or many persons living in a group), rupadasi 

(enslaved by her physical beauty) and so on.(3) The devadasi (handmaiden of god) system of 

dedicating unmarried young girls to gods in Hindu temples, which often made them objects 

of sexual pleasure of temple priests and pilgrims, was an established custom in India by 300 

AD. There are reasonably good records of prostitution in large Indian cities during the 

eighteenth and the first half of nineteenth centuries of British rule. Prostitution was not 

considered as a degrading profession in that period as it was from the second half of 

nineteenth century. A Calcutta Corporation publication of 1806 reports that there were 

2540 women in 593 brothels in 82 streets of Calcutta and that tax-payers of about 6% of 

Calcutta’s property were Prostitutes.(2) 

Devadasi system: The devadasi tradition is still prevalent in many parts of India, continues 

to legitimate child prostitution. A devadasi is a married woman to a god and thus 

sadasuhagan or married, and hence at all times blessed. Devadasi is known by different 

names in different states. In Bijapur district of Karnataka, girls are given to the monkey God 

(Hanuman, Maruti) and known as Basvi. In Goa, a devadasi is called Bhavin (the one with 

devotion). In Shimoga district of Karnataka, the girls are handed over to goddess Renuka 

Devi and in Hospet to the goddess Hulganga Devi.(4) The Venkatasanis of Domara 

community in Andhra Pradesh and the Banchara and Bedia peoples of Madhya Pradesh also 

practice traditional prostitution.(3) 
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Call-girls: Prostitutes who are known as call-girls are usually more educated and attractive 

than those living in brothels and are often engaged in some other occupation. They earn 

higher incomes and have some freedom in choosing their clients who mostly belong to the 

middle and upper classes.(2) In a study of 150 call-girls, 20 clients and 10 madams in Delhi, 

Mumbai and Calcutta in 1970s, Kapur found that earning of call-girls ranged from Rs.50 to 

100 per hour and Rs.400 to 10,000 per night. 80% of their clients were married. Many of 

them had suffered from STDs at one time or other and had experience of induced abortion. 

Many of them wanted their clients to use condoms but most clients didn’t comply. A high 

proportion of their clients preferred oral sex to vaginal intercourse.
(5)

 In a subsequent study 

of 9 call-girls in Delhi in 1993, Kapur found that some of them belonging to upper middle 

class were aware of AIDS and rejected clients who refused to use condoms.(6) 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

The U.S. Government definition of trafficking in persons encompasses: “All acts involved in 

the transport, harboring, or sale of persons within national or across international borders 

through coercion, force, kidnapping, deception or fraud, for purposes of placing persons in 

situations of forced labor or services, such as forced prostitution, domestic servitude, debt 

bondage or other slavery-like practices.”(7)
 

Because of clandestine nature of prostitution and crime of trafficking, it is always difficult to 

present reliable data on it. Some guesses are, however, available. Gilada’s estimates of 

100,000 each in Mumbai and Kolkata, 40,000 each in Delhi and Pune and 13,000 in Nagpur 

are considered overestimates by some critics and underestimates by others.(8) The Indian 

National Commission for Women quotes figures of two million sex workers.(9) Recent data 

from the Ministry of Women and Child development reported presence of 2.8 million sex 

workers in India with 35.47% of them entering the trade before the age of 18 years in 2007. 

The number of prostitutes has also doubled in recent decade.(1) About 5,000-7,000 Nepalese 

girls are trafficked to India every day. 100,000-160,000 Nepalese girls are prostituted in 

brothels in India. About 45,000 Nepalese girls are in the brothels of Mumbai and 40,000 in 

Kolkata.
(10)

 There are more than 100,000 women in prostitution in Mumbai, Asia’s largest 

sex industry center. The red light districts in Mumbai generates at least $400 million a year 

in revenue, with 100,000 prostitutes servicing men 365 days a year, averaging 6 customers a 

day, at $2 each.(11) 

More than 40% of 484 prostituted girls rescued during major raids of brothels in Mumbai in 

1996 were from Nepal. In India, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Tamil Nadu 

are considered "high supply zones" for women in prostitution. Bijapur, Belgaum and 

Kolhapur are common districts from where women migrate to the big cities, as a part of an 

organized trafficking network. Districts bordering Maharashtra and Karnataka, known as the 

"devadasi belt," have trafficking structures operating at various levels. The women here are 

in prostitution either because their husbands deserted them, or they are trafficked through 

coercion and deception. Many are devadasi dedicated into prostitution for the goddess 

Yellamma. In one Karnataka brothel, all 15 girls are devadasi. 12.5% of prostitutes in India 

are Nepalese, and 2.7% are Bangladeshi.(4)
 

Methods and Techniques of Traffickers: Every year between 5,000 and 7,000 Nepalese girls 

are trafficked into the red light districts in Indian cities. Many of the girls are barely 9 or 10 

years old. 200,000 to over 250,000 Nepalese women and girls are already in Indian brothels. 
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The girls are sold by poor parents, tricked into fraudulent marriages, or promised 

employment in towns only to find themselves in Hindustan's brothels. They're locked up for 

days, starved, beaten, and burned with cigarettes until they learn how to service up to 25 

clients a day. Some girls go through 'training' before being initiated into prostitution, which 

can include constant exposure to pornographic films, tutorials in how to 'please' customers, 

repeated rapes. Trafficking in women and girls is easy along the 1,740 mile-long open border 

between India and Nepal. Trafficking in Nepalese women and girls is less risky than 

smuggling narcotics and electronic equipment into India. Traffickers ferry large groups of 

girls at a time without the hassle of paperwork or threats of police checks. The procurer-

pimp-police network makes the process even smoother. Police are paid by brothel owners 

to ignore the situation. Girls may not leave the brothels until they have repaid their debt, at 

which time they are sick, with HIV and/or tuberculosis, and often have children of their 

own.(12) 

A major trafficking network was discovered by the Karnataka State Commission for Women 

(KSCW), smuggling 12-18 year-old girls from various impoverished districts to contractors 

who run brothels in Goa. The contractors pay the parents for their girl children under false 

pretenses. Bangalore is one of the five major cities in India which together accounts for 80% 

of child prostitutes.
(13)

   

 

HEALTH ASPECT 

Trafficking victims are often subjected to cruel mental and physical abuse in order to keep 

them in servitude, including beating, rape, starvation, forced drug use, confinement, and 

seclusion. Once victims are brought into destination countries, their passports are often 

confiscated. They are forced to have sex, often unprotected, with large numbers of 

partners, and to work unsustainably long hours. Many victims suffer mental break-downs 

and are exposed to sexually-transmitted diseases, including HIV and AIDS. They are often 

denied medical care and those who become sick are sometimes even killed. Violence and 

lack of control over one's life means that sex workers may give lower priority to their health 

needs and behaviour change, over more immediate concerns for safety and survival. Many 

sex workers experience low self-esteem, emotional stress and depression associated with 

living with violence and fear of arrest. Some resort to alcohol and drug use to cope with 

their situation – behaviors that are linked to violence, lack of control and HIV risk.(14)                         

 

LEGAL ASPECT 

The Indian Penal Code has at least 20 provisions that make trafficking punishable. Most of 

them deal with abduction for illicit intercourse. The primary piece of legislation dealing with 

sex work is the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956, Suppression of Immoral Trafficking 

Act (SITA) and 1986 Immoral Trafficking Prevention Act (ITPA). The Act mainly makes 

pimping and other activities punishable, which give a commercial aspect to prostitution that 

is likely to exploit the person of the prostitute. The 1986 ITPA Act provides marginal benefits 

to prostitutes by prohibiting male police officers from searching them unless accompanied 

by two female police officers.(2) 
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PREVENTIVE ASPECT 

Along with enforcement of law, some community based interventions are: 

1. Counseling of migrants on trafficking, prostitution, child labour, human rights and 

HIV/AIDS 

2. Awareness generation amongst the key stakeholders like PCO owners, hotel owners, 

religious entities, police and media 

3. Identification and rescue of victims and trafficking 

4. Ensuring rights based repatriation 

5. Strengthening cross border mechanism for interaction amongst Govt. & NGOs of 

both countries to streamline anti trafficking interventions in the border 

6. Facilitation for coordination meetings to strengthen cross border prevention, 

repatriation, and reintegration programs. 

7. Formation of state and cross border level forums comprising of religious leaders 

from all castes and creeds 

8. Developing and Disseminating: 

 -Action kits 

 -Toll free helpline guidebook 

 -Legal provisions 

 -Media guidebook 

 -Various leaflets and pamphlets 

 

CONCLUSION 

Trafficking in women and children for commercial sexual exploitation and other abusive 

purposes is rampant in India and its toll on human suffering is evident in urban and rural 

pockets throughout the country. Poverty, illiteracy, lack of family support are some of the 

key factors that forced these women for prostitution along with compromised health 

conditions. Legislative measures will only punish such acts but will not abolish unless some 

specific provisions and effective interventions has to be made. 
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