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Abstract: 

 This research aims to understand why women in India enter the sex trafficking industry 

and the reasons behind their staying in the profession. For the purpose of this research, the focus 

has been centered on three main factors that we have found to be crucial to the issue: culture, 

poverty, and lack of education. In order to tackle these three factors and understand the role they 

play within sex trafficking in India, the research has been divided into two main parts for each 

factor: one presents a literature review of the research that has already been done regarding the 

reasons behind women’s involvement with sex trafficking in India, and the other analyzes what 

has been found in terms of the reasons that women end up staying in the industry. We have been 

able to use direct interviews with Indian women discussing their experiences in the profession, 

especially in terms or their inability to provide for their families or to find other ways of 

obtaining sufficient income, thereby leaving them with no other option but to pursue the sex 

industry as a career. Some women discuss being coerced and forced into the profession, while 

other experiences tell of voluntarily choosing this path. We have also found quantitative research 

that uses statistics discussing the gender wage gap in urban areas. We have also tried looking at 

governmental involvement or lack thereof regarding prostitution in India. This research is 

important because, as we have concluded, there have been various limitations and gaps that 

need to be filled, and it is therefore essential to bring more awareness to sex trafficking in India. 
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Introduction: 

 In India, 21.3% of the population live on less than $1.90 a day and a large number of that 

demographic is concentrated in Mumbai, India, home to the oldest and second largest red light 

district in Asia (Poverty). The goal of this research is to assess what causes females, typically 

from low-income backgrounds, to engage in prostitution, and to better understand why they have 

difficulty leaving the field once they enter. After analyzing numerous sources, we found that the 

primary factors that play an important role in the cycle of prostitution are the culture of the 

country, poverty, and lack of education. These three factors are intertwined, which adds to the 

complexity of the issue. The major agents involved in this cycle are sex workers and their 

dependents, pimps, and the government. Due to poverty, females in India have little to no choice 

in finding a steady income. The need for money and the lack of education makes prostitution a 

viable choice for women and girls.  

After entering prostitution, females are marginalized by their clients, partners, or pimps, 

exposed to violence, left dependent upon the profession through manipulation, and/or neglected 

by the government. It is the lack of opportunities, such as education, that leads females to 

prostitution, even at a young age, either willingly or through coercion. Cases of family members, 

including the male patriarch, selling their daughters or sisters into prostitution is not uncommon. 

Although prostitution is not illegal in India, brothels and pimping are. Sex workers become 

dependent on the profession for income, and this reduces the likelihood of escaping the cycle of 

prostitution. The sources we analyzed showed a group of women from low-income backgrounds 

being deprived of their rights and the government’s failure to take assertive action in solving the 

issue. Prostitution in India is becoming a human rights issue, and it is crucial for the government 

to find ways to address it. In order to analyze the system of prostitution among women in India, 
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we must consider how they become involved in prostitution in the first place, and why it is so 

difficult for them to leave the profession. 

Literature Review: 

 For our literature review we analyzed various sources that gave a better understanding of 

the factors, including the culture of the country, economic hardships, and lack of education, that 

play an instrumental role in explaining why females enter prostitution and why they have 

difficulties leaving the industry. The dichotomy in India’s social view of sex workers is 

interesting: on one hand, the culture upholds the practice through the devadasi system, where 

temple girls perform sacred prostitution; yet, the profession is also stigmatized within societies 

across the country. Furthermore, poverty and education intertwine with the culture of the country 

that essentially helps support the cycle of prostitution in India.     

1. Culture: 

India’s culture, norms, and religion are important factors to consider in assessing how 

females initially entered prostitution and why it can very difficult for them to leave the 

profession. The article, “Prostitution in India,” written by Pratik Goyal, discusses the conditions 

that prostitutes are living in and some of the factors which led them into the practice. Some of 

the primary motivators include the economics, laws, and culture of India. The article supports its 

claims with evidence using statistics. In addition to this, the author has an understanding of the 

history surrounding India’s prostitution and the role its history plays in today’s society. The 

culture and norms of India serve as a catalyst to why females enter prostitution. The language 

used in the article attests to the objectivity of the author, which allows the reader to form his or 

her own opinions from the information being provided. One weakness of this article would be its 
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brevity. However, it does succeed in touching upon the key aspects regarding prostitution and 

enticing the reader to further research these. 

Females entering the prostitution field in India have sadly become a norm within many 

communities in the country, and this “norm” stems from the beliefs that have been held within 

those societies. The article, “Sleeping with the Goddess,” by Shelly Ngo and Sanjay tells the 

story of one girl who was forced to marry a goddess and become a temple prostitute. Her 

experience connects the reader to the current situation in India regarding religious prostitutes. 

The author discusses the history and practice of devadasis and, more specifically, the ideology 

that accompanies them. Women who are married to a deity are no longer seen as individuals; 

rather, they are viewed as the embodiment of the deities themselves. To appease a deity, 

worshipers must pleasure the devadasis. This article is strong in that it tells the story of these 

women and their struggles in living up to their family’s expectations and fulfilling their duty as 

devadasis. It also introduces some groups that have been set up to help women who had been 

forced into this form of prostitution. This article will aid in the construction of our paper by 

giving a detailed, firsthand account of the experiences of women who have been introduced to 

prostitution through religious practice.  

Although culture and religion reinforce the cycle of prostitution within many 

communities, the profession is nevertheless stigmatized within the country. This leaves females, 

especially girls from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, vulnerable in not only being coerced 

into prostitution, but also in facing exploitation, marginalization, and violence from a patriarchal 

society. This makes it very difficult for sex workers to exit the cycle of prostitution. The article 

“Gender-based Violence among Female Sex Workers of Kamathipura, Mumbai, India: 

Contextual Analysis” is a qualitative study on gender based violence experienced by female sex 
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workers living in Kamathipura, the red light district of Mumbai. Drawing from a one-on-one 

interview with sex workers in the area, the article sheds light on patriarchal social structures that 

perpetuate violence and abuse of women, and the political, social, economic, and legal systems 

which marginalize sex workers and strip them of their human rights. The article takes each 

worker's experience into account, and identifies three central themes: the experience of coercion 

and violence among sex workers, the manifestations of patriarchy from client to partner to pimp, 

and the outcomes of this exploitation and manipulation among workers. Each theme is supported 

by a narrative format interview and quotes, and is followed by a personal and theoretical 

interpretation of the theme. This article provides us with statements coming directly from the 

workers themselves, paired with an overarching, contextualized analysis of the sources of these 

issues and their outcomes. 

The stigmatization of prostitution in India is part of the reason why violations of sex 

workers’ rights are often neglected by the government. The lack of government action leaves 

prostitutes helpless in fleeing the cycle of prostitution. “The International Journal of Civic 

Engagement and Social Change,” written by Pallavi Gupta, a Professor at the Vivekananda 

Institute of Professional Studies in New Delhi, India, denotes ethical issues of human interaction 

on a global scale. Gupta delves into the issues of civil rights for sex workers in India in Chapter 

100: “Can Sex Workers Claim Human Rights in India.” This article provides highly detailed 

information regarding the Indian government's failure to protect the rights of such workers, and 

how women and children enter and remain entrapped in the trade through force and fraud. The 

article focuses on the negative repercussions of governmental negligence, which lead to 

stigmatization and, subsequently, the dehumanization of sex workers and their loss of basic 

human rights. The article advocates for the responsibility of the government to “make effective 
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policy and for its good governance to provide justice to the sex workers and their children under 

the mandate of judicial directions” (1811). 

2. Economic Status: 

Like culture, poverty also acts as a catalyst in the cycle of prostitution in India.  Females 

from low-income backgrounds are the most vulnerable to become sex workers. Furthermore, 

their economic background also contributes to them becoming dependent on the profession for a 

steady income, which leaves them with very little choice in leaving the profession. The article, 

“Prostitution in India: Understanding the Conditions of Prostitutes” generally explains major 

factors affecting women who are entering or who are already engaging in prostitution. It 

mentions poverty as one of the main reasons that they enter and remain in prostitution. Even if 

they manage to escape or to be rescued from forced prostitution, the reality is that their families 

will refuse to take them back. Also, due to stigmatization by the society as “used goods,” they 

are less likely to get married. Additionally, since India is a male-dominated society, women 

without husbands will have difficulty making a living on their own, which makes prostitution 

seem like a viable choice for many sex workers. Although this article may not adequately explain 

why certain women willingly chose to enter and stay in this industry, it can still be beneficial in 

supporting the idea that economics greatly influences women and their choice to stay in the sex 

industry. 

The economic incentive that comes with being a sex worker may not be the best choice, 

but it is often the only choice for females who go into prostitution. The article “Reasons for 

Women’s Entry into Sex Work: A Case Study of Kolkata, India” by Sunny Sinha (2015) 

analyzes the accounts of women who have worked in the sex industry and have consented to 

work as peer educators. It argues for a consideration of why women enter sex work on various 
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levels. These include economic factors, but also other reasons including abuse by a partner, 

discrimination in the workplace, and a lack of education. This comprehensive analysis allows for 

an examination of economic factors related to the females’ choice. For example, many of the 

women interviewed in the study chose to enter sex work in order to better balance work and 

family commitments, become more secure in their finances, and to exercise more control over 

their bodies. These incentives are directly related to economic and social issues that make it 

difficult for women to find “Bhaalo Kaaj,” or decent employment, as opposed to sex work. Wage 

inequality as outlined in “Primitive Accumulation and Some Aspects of Work and Life in India” 

(Samaddar:2009) also contributes to economic realities that make sex work a more viable form 

of employment than other, less well-paid jobs that might not provide a decent living wage for a 

woman and possible dependents.  

The stigmatization of being a sex worker in India excludes them from financial support 

systems that could essentially help them escape the cycle of prostitution. The article “Sex 

Workers as Economic Agents” accentuates “the informality of their labor,” stating that 

prostitutes in India are excluded from financial support systems, such as bank accounts, 

employment security, and insurance, despite the amount they contribute to the national income. 

Also, it mentions that most of the women are illiterate and from lower social classes, which holds 

them back from finding other professions. This source is important because it details how the sex 

industry is actually a major part of the national economy that deserves much more recognition. 

Also, it emphasizes that, due to this lack of recognition, it is difficult for sex workers to get 

social support, which is likely to lead to their inability to gain a foothold to escape prostitution. 

Their shortage of options from the start eventually traps them into the sex industry. 
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3. Education: 

We will now look into how a lack of education contributes to the cycle of prostitution in 

India. Many of the articles, research projects, and studies found that these women are often very 

poor and suffer from terrible living conditions.  Therefore, they do not have access to an 

education that can lift them out of poverty.  In articles like “Innocence Lost: The Rights of 

Human Trafficking Victims,” “Life Circumstances Of Women Entering Sex Work In Nagaland, 

India,” and “Harsh Realities: Reasons for Women's Involvement in Sex Work in India,” surveys 

and first-person accounts are used to gather data on the lives of women entering prostitution. 

Many of these studies prove that lack of education for these women is rampant.    

In most instances, lack of proper education and the cultural norms that actually promote 

sacred prostitution through the devadasi system make it difficult for sex workers to leave the 

profession. The article, “Prostitutes of God” by Matilda Battersby retells the story of 

Independent journalist Sarah Harris’ making of a documentary about India’s temple prostitutes. 

In the article, Harris discusses her own research on devadasi girls who dedicate themselves to a 

Hindu deity and spend their lives as sex workers. Harris took a personal interest in the subject 

matter, and thus a great portion of the discussion is a reflection of her own experiences, which 

might be biased or incomplete. However, these experiences, which are comprised of interviews 

conducted with devadasi girls and stories of her own role as a volunteer in a charity in India that 

rescues victims of sex trafficking, provide sufficient credibility and accountability.  

Through her retelling, Harris pinpoints the main sources of the problem: the girls’ lack of 

understanding about the true elements of the lifestyle of a sex worker and their lack of education 

on sexually transmitted diseases. She also states that a portion of these devadasi girls are 

dedicated to the goddess at a very young age, without having any control over their future. Harris 
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did an excellent job tracing back these historical traditions and analyzing their development, 

where she found tremendous changes in the true nature of this practice, which transformed from 

a religious art to a cold-hearted business. All of these contribute to the current reality that many 

of these women and girls are having an extremely difficult time leaving the profession. 

Education is pivotal in helping sex workers leave the industry. Education is not limited 

solely to academics, but can also include training for sex workers that prepares them for other 

jobs, which can be a way for them to leave the cycle of prostitution. The book “Women, Political 

Struggles and Gender Equality in South Asia” by Margaret Alston discusses the status quo for 

female sex workers in South Asia, following the tragedy of a young Indian girl who died of gang 

rape in 2012. In the book, Alston conducted an in-depth analysis on entry into the profession, 

living condition of the prostitutes, and possible solutions to tackle the problem. In the last section 

of the book, Alston unequivocally states both “formal education” and “non-formal education” as 

possible solutions, as well as “job specific training.” Alston emphasizes education as the most 

effective tool to support women in preparing to leave the sex industry. This focus also displays 

the harsh reality that it is difficult to exit the profession without being able to obtain an 

education, because if a woman cannot find another way to make a living, there would be no 

incentive for her to leave. One thing about this book that is worrisome is that the author spends 

too much time thinking on a macro level, failing to humanize the individuals she discusses. The 

article also exaggerates the effect that society at large has on an individual, without considering 

his or her life views. The detachment between the analyzer and the subject can be seen clearly in 

this book; however, it does succeed in providing a holistic and comprehensive report. 

After assessing these articles, we analyzed the complexity of the issue of prostitution in 

India. Girls that go into prostitution do so because of poverty and lack of education, which leaves 
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them with little to no alternatives. Females who get sucked into the cycle of prostitution will find 

it very difficult to leave because of violence from their client, partner, or pimp. Furthermore, the 

lack of education still leaves them helpless in finding another profession with a steady income. 

Essentially, sex workers get trapped in the cycle, and it is because of the absence of opportunity. 

There are groups and organizations devoted to helping prostitutes through education, like Apne 

App Women's Collective. However, more needs to be done. It is crucial that the government 

takes assertive action in helping sex workers, protecting their rights, and even tackling the roots 

of the problem: poverty and a lack of education. This is a complex issue and productive policies 

initiated by the government can go a long way in breaking the cycle of prostitution.  

Analysis/Discussion: 

1. Economic Status: 

 Entry into sex work in India results not only from poverty, but also from wage inequality 

and the prevalence of sexual harassment in the workplace. Losing a husband, who is often the 

main provider in a family, might also cause single mothers to turn to sex work as sole providers 

and care takers. Sex work is seen as having more flexible hours so mothers can spend time with 

their children, while also earning higher wages that are better able to support a family. Minimum 

paying jobs available to women, including clerical and domestic work, often include sexual 

harassment with few consequences for the perpetrators.  

An expectation that female workers provide sexual favors for employers make working in 

“decent employment” unsafe and undesirable. The lack of consequences for perpetrators of 

sexual harassment and few protections for victims means that women who attempt to resist this 

treatment often lose their jobs. According to many of the women interviewed in “Reasons for 

Women’s Entry into Sex Work: A Case Study of Kolkata, India” (Sinha: 2015) sex work was 
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seen as a common-sense alternative to being forced into sex by employers without being paid for 

it. Working in the sex industry also yielded higher wages than other professions with longer 

hours.  

Turning to sex work results from a lack of other employment options, but also a need for 

more stable income for raising a family in a single-parent household. In the absence of a 

husband, or a husband with a steady income, sex work pays higher wages than women would 

earn otherwise. For instance, in urban areas, the minimum wage for male workers is 74.3 Rupees 

(Rs) while that of female workers is Rs 43.6. One worker quoted in the case study that took place 

in Kolkata spoke of her frustration in providing for her family, saying that 1 kg of rice alone 

costs Rs 18. Another sex worker entered sex work because she was told she could make Rs 1000 

to Rs 2000. Therefore, many women tend to enter the industry because of economic factors such 

as a lack of other employment options, a need to provide for dependents, and higher wages 

provided by sex work as opposed to other means of employment.   

Economic incentives form being a sex worker not only allure many poverty-stricken 

females, but also make them dependent on the profession for income; thus, it becomes more 

difficult to leave the profession. Once prostitutes have entered the industry, they are not 

considered employed by the government or banks due to their status as a sex worker. Despite 

their earnings in the industry, they cannot apply for financial support. Due to this lack of 

financial support, women have fewer chances of escaping the sex industry and creating a 

foothold in society. In addition, it is considered taboo for women to have sexual experiences and 

this can create a societal stigma for these workers. As a result, even if they succeed in escaping 

the industry, it is unlikely for women to find a husband or to be accepted by their own families. 

Women become isolated in society, which prevents them from having a better quality of life, 
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even after escaping the sex industry. Therefore, without an appropriate rehabilitation process and 

vocational training, women leaving the sex industry are not guaranteed a better economic and 

social status in society. Due to these circumstances, women end up trapped in this profession 

with no other options. 

2. Culture: 

Although the economics surrounding prostitution in India does, indeed, play a large role 

in women’s entrance into prostitution, it is the society they are living in that perpetuates and even 

encourages it. Dating back over 4,000 years, young girls have been introduced to prostitution 

through religion. These “devadasis” are married to Hindu deities who then manifest in the girl. 

“For the rest of her life, when priests and other men sleep with her… [it is] the goddess they are 

sleeping with” (Ngo). Unfortunately, devadasis are only valued when they are young, resulting in 

them being auctioned off by their family or sent away to brothels in the city. As of 2011, there 

were more than “20 million prostitutes in India … [with] as many as 35% of them entering at an 

age less than 18” (Goyal). Additionally, the legality of prostitution also eases women’s entrance. 

Though related activities such as pimping, soliciting, and brothels are illegal, prostitution itself is 

seen as a legitimate profession for women to pursue, and this helps make illegal activities 

commonplace. These activities essentially harm sex workers who become dependent on the 

profession for income.  

Systemized political and legal disregard of the basic civil rights of sex workers 

delegitimize sex work as a profession, leading to societal and cultural stigmatization of women 

working within the trade in India. This marginalization condones exploitation of workers by 

pimps, who make it very difficult for women to leave the trade through acts of sexual and 

economic coercion. Through taking control of their financial accounts, revoking their ability to 
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choose clients or access the income they earned, and subjecting women to physical abuse, pimps 

ensure complete compliance of female workers, stripping them of their independence and 

freedom. Furthermore, societal alienation and criminalization of sex work makes victims of 

violence in the sex trade afraid to seek help and reluctant to report crime for fear of being 

arrested for prostitution. This societal and governmental disregard for the basic human rights of 

sex workers dehumanizes women and enforces patriarchal oppression and violence throughout 

the trade, making it very difficult for workers to regain their independence and reenter society.  

3. Education: 

Organizations like Apne App Women's Collective help women gain independence 

through education. In any modern industrial society, having an education is important in leading 

to a stable career. While people in poverty might view education as more of a way to escape the 

struggle of providing basic daily needs, it nonetheless can help them to build a better life in the 

long run. In modern India, where a large percentage of the population is in crushing poverty, an 

education could provide a way out. Yet, many people turn to jobs that are simply attempts to 

help them survive day by day. Women in many parts of India, for whom education seems out of 

reach, often turn to prostitution. According to the article “Innocence Lost: The Rights of Human 

Trafficking Victims,” many of  “the victims are generally females, especially young girls, who 

have experienced educational inequalities” (Fowler 1346).   

Education can lead to further options for employment. Without gaining crucial life skills, 

the victims are more likely to stick with the status quo and have no incentive to change. Thus, 

one of the reasons why the women end up in this situation in the first place is this permanent 

barrier that prevents them from moving up and working towards a better life. Social workers 

such as Margaret Alston regard education and job training as priorities in rescuing sex workers 
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from their profession, because “leaving prostitution is not even an option if there is no alternative 

livelihood (Alston).” After all, according to Soroptimist International of the Americas, when 

prostituted women were asked what they needed to get out of prostitution, 73% of them 

responded that they desire job training. 

 

Implication and Suggestions for Further Research: 

Through our research, we found that prostitution is dependent upon the culture, poverty, 

and lack of education within a nation. These factors are intertwined and help sustain the cycle of 

prostitution in India. Furthermore, while doing a thorough analysis of these three factors, we 

found that research was limited in that it mainly focused on the women’s perspectives, and failed 

to present a broader view on the issue, including opinions from Indian men and citizens of other 

nations. The research also generally lacked quantitative data, which might be because there have 

not yet been widespread quantitative studies on women involved in sex trafficking in India. The 

studies with quantitative data that we cited had small sample sizes and were thus limited in their 

scope. For these results to be used in further research, there needs to be an assessment of how 

these factors are interdependent while addressing the limitations stated above. Raising awareness 

and advocating for policies to help tackle the issue are also important. We know how these 

factors contribute to the cycle; we must develop effective ways to end it. Also, there needs to be 

further emphasis on helping current sex workers gain more independence through education. 

One additional solution would be creating organizations such as Apne Aap Women’s Collective 

that are providing support for women in need.  
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Conclusion: 

 To conclude, sex trafficking in India is not gaining the attention it deserves. People tend 

to focus on larger issues but neglect pivotal human rights concerns present in the area. We hope 

this research can be expanded to further explore the prostitution of women in India in a way that 

can bring about effective change or call attention to the issue. There are, of course, more factors 

that can be attributed to the issue other than culture, poverty, and lack of education. It is essential 

that more work be done to fill in these gaps.  
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