


Chapter Fou r 

No Answers - Jus t Discoveries 

The discovery 
Phoenix-like, h e ros e fro m th e ashe s t o resurrec t himself . Everybody' s 
whipping boy suddenly refused t o be persecuted any more and fought hard 
and successfully t o regain his credibility as a person. This is not a  story on 
celluloid bu t a  true story of a boy born i n th e alle y of a  red ligh t are a i n 
Kalighat. This i s the story of Mrinal Kanti Dutta . 

Mrinal Kant i Dutt a toda y spearhead s a  movemen t fo r se x workers ' 
rights in the city of Calcutta i n India. Mrinal was born i n the alley of the 
red light area in Kalighat - a n illegitimate child of possibly an honourable 
citizen o f th e country . T o shelte r hi m fro m th e wrat h o f th e locals , hi s 
mother sen t him t o a school i n an adjacen t locality . But as it turned out , 
Mrinal foun d himsel f belongin g nowhere . Hi s educatio n ha d separate d 
him fro m th e offsprin g o f othe r se x worker s bu t hi s identit y kep t hi m 
ostracised fro m th e socia l mainstream. Th e potentia l tha t wa s created a s 
a resul t o f this strange 'mix ' wa s recognised b y the Al l Indi a Institut e of 
Hygiene an d Publi c Health , a s i t launche d th e STD/HI V Interventio n 
project (SHIP ) i n th e city . Th e SHIP , widely know n a s th e Sonagach i 
project, starte d i n 1992 , experimentin g i n th e are a o f publi c healt h t o 
control the transmission of STD/HIV among the sex worker communities 
in Calcutta . Durin g th e cours e o f th e project , th e focu s broadene d con -
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siderably beyond disease control to address the structural issue s of gender, 
class an d sexuality . Th e projec t use d thre e fundamenta l principles : 
Respect, Recognition an d Reliance. The belie f tha t sex workers can best 
work for themselves had refined thei r strategies. In fact, from th e time he 
took over , Mrina l Kant i Dutt a introduce d a  fundamental chang e i n th e 
organisation, i.e . the inclusio n of sex workers in the key managerial posi-
tions of the project. Today, 25 per cent of the positions have been reserved 
for se x workers . 'Only i f there i s no alternativ e wil l outsiders be consid -
ered', he says. This approach in fact comes from the ideological base of the 
project. Thi s ideologica l bas e questione d cultura l stereotypes , socia l 
denial an d huma n marginalisatio n i n a  manne r tha t i s democratic, no t 
authoritarian, a  manne r whic h wa s no t confrontationa l an d ye t chal -
lenges powe r structures , workin g throug h the m an d wit h the m s o a s t o 
strengthen them as partners. The issue of HIV/AIDS was used as the entry 
point fo r thi s socia l transformation . Th e projec t invite d member s o f th e 
sex workers' community to act as motivators and peer educators and Mrinal 
was th e firs t t o join . A s tim e progressed , th e STD/HI V Interventio n 
Project gradually developed int o a full-fledged movemen t for sex workers' 
rights. Today, a union of sex workers called the Durbar Mahila Samanvaya 
Committee (DMSC ) has been formed and the so called 'fallen women', or 
street walkers , have graduated t o becoming vociferous advocate s of legis-
lation and recognition of their work as a profession . 

Starting as a helper i n the STD clinic, Mrinal went from strengt h t o 
strength as this movement develope d an d finally becam e the head o f the 
entire project . Interestingl y thi s happened o n the same day that th e firs t 
major politica l victor y fo r th e organisatio n wa s won . Th e firs t victor y 
came on Ma y Day i n 1999 , as the stat e governmen t recognise d th e self -
regulatory boards set up by the sex workers with member s from th e stat e 
government's Socia l Welfar e Departmen t an d th e stat e Women' s 
Commission. The history of this victory i s in fact a  unique story. 
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Sonagachi 
For 40 0 year s Sonagach i ha d bee n know n a s th e are a wher e vic e an d 

crime prevailed . Youn g virgin s wer e brough t an d sold ; se x wa s bought , 

mostly wit h som e kin d o f coercion ; legendar y don s lik e Biswanat h 

Bhattacharya sen t tingle s o f fear u p women' s spine s a s they approache d a 

brothel owne r an d shouted , 'W e wil l tak e a  gir l fro m you r hous e alon g 

with tw o bottle s o f bee r o r els e .  . .  '.  I n thi s are a o f vic e an d crim e als o 

lived Ansa r Al i wh o everybod y kne w ha d 1 5 wives and ye t remaine d free 

to terroris e othe r girl s i n th e area . Thi s wa s th e piec e o f land , Sonagachi , 

where Shankar i Pa l reminisce s sadly , 'W e go t onl y slaps . Shoe s wer e 

thrown a t us , cigarett e butt s wer e stubbe d o n ou r cheeks. ' Peopl e fro m 

'respectable' societ y cam e t o Sonagach i bu t unde r stress , takin g pain s t o 

avoid an y kin d o f recognition . Interestingl y Sonagach i wa s th e lan d tha t 

laid bare human powe r relations an d resultan t exploitation s i n the crudes t 

form possible . I t wa s here tha t th e mos t vulnerabl e o f the girl s rose over a 

course of time t o become exploitativ e an d distastefu l powe r broker s i n th e 

form o f brothel owner s o r 'malkins' . They shrewdl y negotiate d th e sal e o f 

flesh i n the mids t of an environment loade d with risk and violence . To pu t 

it i n anothe r way , Sonagach i wa s a  lan d o f negotiation s -  wher e agree -

ments wer e bein g negotiate d da y i n an d da y out . I t wa s perhaps thi s skil l 

in negotiatio n tha t wa s used effectivel y b y th e SHI P projec t t o transfor m 

and refor m th e balanc e o f power relation s i n th e tw o mos t insidiou s area s 

of oppression fo r women , gende r an d sexuality . 

Negotiations with the self 
The firs t se x worke r teste d positiv e i n Calcutt a i n Kidderpor e i n 1982 . 

Subsequently, othe r case s were detected i n the adjoinin g re d ligh t area s of 

Chetla, Bo w Bazar , Sonagachi, Rambagan , Sethbagan , etc . As prevalenc e 

rates ros e t o 5  pe r cent , th e Worl d Healt h Organizatio n move d th e focu s 

of it s intervention s t o condo m distributio n throug h pee r motivators . Th e 

respect an d recognitio n provide d b y th e projec t t o 6 5 pee r motivators / 
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educators transforme d th e live s o f th e se x workers . The y acquire d infor -

mation an d knowledge alon g with th e gree n coat s and staf f identit y cards , 

which rockete d thei r estee m 'bot h sel f an d societal' . Th e transformation , 

however, wa s a  resul t o f a  wel l though t ou t an d transparentl y execute d 

process. A  serie s o f activitie s wa s organise d wit h th e ai m o f promotin g 

self-reliance, confidenc e an d socia l dignity . 

From th e ver y beginning , th e projec t mad e i t ver y clea r t o th e se x 

workers tha t i n n o wa y woul d th e rehabilitatio n approac h b e adopted . 

The projec t ha d no t bee n establishe d a s a  'saviour ' o f fallen women . 

The projec t provide d th e peer educators with every semblance o f paid 

employment, e.g . uniform , identit y cards , attendanc e register s tha t gav e 

them socia l recognition . Write s Madhab i Jaiswal , 'Th e projec t ha s 

enabled m e t o face societ y wit h confidence ' an d Pushp a adds , Th is apro n 

has change d my  life , m y identity , no w I  can tel l other s tha t I  am a  socia l 

worker, a  health worker' . 

A serie s of discussions wa s conducted i n an ope n environmen t whic h 

raised critica l posers for th e se x workers, 'Why a m I  where I  am?'. Answers 

to thes e poser s wer e provide d no t b y anecdota l rational e bu t b y empirica l 

evidence. A  bas e lin e surve y conducte d b y th e project , usin g a  participa -

tory methodology , recorde d tha t penur y an d deprivation , bot h socia l an d 

economic, wer e th e mai n factor s tha t drov e wome n int o th e se x trade . 

84.4 pe r cen t o f th e se x worker s wer e foun d t o b e illiterate . Onl y 8. 6 pe r 

cent o f th e se x worker s ha d com e willingl y t o th e se x trade ; th e res t wer e 

there becaus e o f acute poverty , a  family disput e o r becaus e the y ha d bee n 

misguided an d kidnapped . 

And a s th e wome n sa w thei r vulnerabilit y receivin g th e suppor t o f a 

structural framework , the y move d awa y fro m perceivin g themselve s a s 

'sinners an d loos e women' . Toda y Reb a Mitra , a  pee r educator , emphati -

cally demand s tha t th e se x trad e b e recognised . 'Yo u se e i n th e society , 

people ar e engage d i n variou s form s o f employment . Fo r u s thi s trad e i s 

also a n employment . Wh y wouldn' t th e governmen t recognis e it ? Wh o 
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says we are loose women?' Wonders Gita, 'Are we alone t o blame? What 
about the men who come to us? Are they not also polluting the society?'. 
This awakening was a very significant transformatio n tha t the project had 
achieved. The sex workers of Calcutta had begun to challenge the age-old 
notions an d wer e tryin g t o reconstruc t thei r identity . Thi s wa s th e firs t 
stage o f negotiations toward s safe r sexua l practice s -  a  negotiation wit h 
the self. 

Negotiations with the peers 
Ironical a s i t ma y seem, a s women i n th e se x trad e wer e revisitin g thei r 
own stereotypes and getting empowered i n the process, an incident which 
precipitated thei r vulnerabilit y occurre d i n th e projec t area . I n earl y 
September 1994 , an NGO, with the help of the state government and the 
local police , forcibly collecte d bloo d sample s from abou t 5 0 sex workers. 
Earlier the y ha d dragge d ou t a  brothel owne r t o th e loca l polic e statio n 
and threatene d he r wit h seriou s consequence s i f she di d no t co-operat e 
with them i n these research trials . It was at thi s juncture tha t th e projec t 
saw that th e empowermen t o f 65 peer educators , although a  good begin -
ning, still lef t larg e numbers of sex workers quite vulnerable . How would 
safer sex practices get entrenched wit h this as the backdrop? At th e same 
time, this incident served as an eye opener to the peer educators who now 
began to view the whole issue within a framework o f human rights . They 
began to feel tha t i t was critical tha t an organised body of sex workers be 
set up to collectively figh t suc h instances of assaults on thei r dignity an d 
rights. The proces s o f empowermen t thu s move d int o th e nex t stag e of 
negotiations, fro m negotiation s wit h th e sel f t o negotiation s wit h th e 
peers. 

The ideolog y during thi s second leve l of negotiations remaine d con -
sistent - th e belief that sex work was an occupation and not a  moral con-
dition. An d becaus e se x wor k wa s a n occupation , occupationa l hazard s 
had t o b e identifie d an d overcome . Th e occupationa l hazard s wer e 
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STDs/HlV, violence an d sexua l exploitation . Unless thes e were overcom e 

the whol e struggl e o f gettin g th e se x trad e acknowledge d a s a  professio n 

would remai n futile . Wit h thi s a s the rationale , th e pee r educator s move d 

from hous e t o hous e i n th e re d ligh t area s equippe d wit h accurat e infor -

mation o n ho w t o preven t STDs/HIV , ho w t o acces s medica l car e an d 

how t o questio n powe r structure s tha t promote d violence . Th e fieldwor k 

began a t 1 0 a.m . an d continue d unti l 1.0 0 p.m . Eac h grou p o f pee r 

educators (fou r i n eac h group ) contacte d 40-5 0 se x worker s an d 10-1 5 

brothel owner s daily . They encourage d th e se x workers to attend th e clini c 

for regula r health chec k ups ; they use d flip chart s an d leaflet s fo r effectiv e 

dissemination o f informatio n o n STDs/HIV ; the y carrie d condom s wit h 

them t o distribut e t o th e se x workers . A s th e projec t progresse d the y 

monitored th e us e o f th e condom s b y givin g cardboar d boxe s t o th e se x 

workers fo r disposa l o f th e use d condoms . Whe n aske d abou t th e rat e o f 

condom us e an d whethe r i t ha d show n sign s o f progress , Kamal a 

Mukherjee an d Isik a Bas u repl y 'Loo k a t th e dustbin s i n th e are a an d yo u 

will ge t th e answer . Th e cardboar d boxe s ar e ther e t o sho w tha t th e rat e 

of condo m us e ha s definitel y gon e up.'  An d a s thes e activitie s promote d 

interaction amongs t th e communit y th e approach o f the projec t expanded . 

The projec t ha d begu n a s a targeted interventio n t o prevent th e sprea d o f 

HIV/AIDS, usin g th e basi c construc t o f a  behaviour chang e strategy . Bu t 

soon th e mai n obstacle s facin g th e successfu l implementatio n o f th e pro -

ject wer e recognise d a s bein g socio-historica l an d no t jus t behavioural . 

The socia l constructio n o f sexuality, th e lac k o f a social acceptanc e o f sex 

work, lega l ambiguitie s surroundin g law s relatin g t o se x work , wer e no w 

recognised b y th e communit y a s element s t o b e confronted , battle d 

against an d overcome . 

This analysi s became th e ancho r whic h enable d negotiatio n amongs t 

the peer s an d brough t the m togethe r t o for m th e Durba r Mahil a 

Samanvaya Committee . A t tha t point , a  leadin g daily , th e Ananda  Bazar 
Patrika, haile d thi s mov e wit h th e headline , 'Se x worker s for m thei r ow n 
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organisation'. The move was hailed because i t was radically different fro m 
earlier attempt s i n thi s direction . Th e earlie r attempt s a t bringin g se x 
workers together had name d themselve s as fallen women' s organisations , 
e.g. Patit a Udha r Samiti . These attempt s disallowe d ne w notions o f self 
and onl y serve d t o enhanc e guil t an d sham e amongs t thei r members . 
Abha Bhaiy a has very aptl y remarked , 'Suc h attempt s hav e bee n apolo -
getic rathe r tha n liberating' , an d hav e remaine d i n th e periphery , awa y 
from th e mainstream women's movements . 

Some critica l an d strategi c approache s wer e use d b y th e projec t 
towards enablin g wome n t o empowe r themselve s throug h a  proces s o f 
negotiations with thei r peers . These included : 

• Buildin g on the historical but laten t vibrancy i n the sex workers com-
munity. A s earl y a s 1980 , year s befor e th e projec t ha d begun , Ash a 
Sadhukan, togethe r wit h Putu l Singh , Pramil a Singh , Manj u Biswa s 
and som e others , ha d forme d Mahil a Sangha . Bravin g threats , the y 
carried o n a  sustaine d campaig n agains t 'Langra' , a  loca l do n wh o 
extorted mone y fro m th e se x worker s an d the y finall y drov e th e 
notorious hoodlu m awa y from th e area . The pee r educator s use d thi s 
success to stir emotions and rall y people towards a common objective . 
This comin g togethe r ha d a  direct bearin g o n promotin g safe r sexua l 
practices. Th e client s soo n foun d tha t a t leas t i n som e cluster s the y 
could not move from on e brothel t o another i n search of condom-fre e 
sex. The condition s were the same in all the brothels. 

• Makin g sincer e effort s t o respon d t o th e perceive d need s o f th e se x 
worker communit y a s and whe n the y arose . For example , thoug h th e 
emphasis o f SHI P wa s t o overse e th e sexua l healt h need s o f th e se x 
workers, it made arrangements to provide non-formal educatio n to the 
sex worker s a s and whe n th e deman d fo r literac y programme s arose . 
Vocational trainin g programme s were conducted fo r age d sex workers 
in 1996-97 to respond to the demand for security in old age. The Usha 
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Multipurpose Societ y was set up as a credit an d saving s society and thi s 

helped forme r se x worker s wit h self-employmen t scheme s an d th e 

community a t large to be liberated fro m th e exorbitan t rate s of interes t 

that th e moneylender s demanded . Mor e an d mor e wome n joine d a s 

they foun d th e proces s meetin g thei r needs . 

• Creatin g spac e fo r expressio n throug h th e cultura l platfor m o f 'Koma l 

Gandhar'. Koma l Gandha r i s a  cultura l theatr e grou p forme d b y th e 

sex worker s themselves . Thi s mediu m expande d th e canva s o f com -

munication withi n whic h negotiatin g saf e se x ha d a  critica l niche . I t 

enabled th e se x workers t o come togethe r t o negotiate jointl y wit h th e 

clients, the pimps , the malkin s an d th e police , i n an environmen t tha t 

was non-threatening. 'I t has given us the space to say things tha t resid e 

in ou r hearts. ' 'Thi s mediu m ha s bee n ver y effectiv e i n settin g a  cod e 

of health conduc t fo r ou r clients. ' 

• Workin g agains t patriarchy , no t agains t men . Th e pee r educator s con -

ducted a  clien t surve y a s early a s 1993 . The surve y reveale d tha t onl y 

51.5 pe r cen t o f th e client s ha d hear d o f HIV/AID S bu t eve n thi s 

group lacke d awarenes s regardin g th e us e o f condoms . Regula r us e o f 

condoms wa s found i n 1. 5 pe r cen t o f thes e client s an d 72. 7 pe r cen t 

had neve r use d a  condom. A  meetin g wit h thes e client s o r 'babus ' was 

organised b y th e projec t t o buil d alliance s t o promot e safe r sexua l 

practice. Abou t 30 0 client s attended . Th e discussion s tha t bega n a t 

this meetin g le d t o th e openin g o f evenin g clinic s fo r th e clients , 

where the y coul d receiv e fre e treatment , counsellin g an d acces s t o 

condoms. Socio-cultural programme s wer e organised t o introduc e safe r 

sex an d HIV/AID S message s targetin g th e clients . Toda y th e client s 

have com e togethe r i n a  support grou p calle d th e 'Sath i Sangha' . Thi s 

group support s th e se x worker s i n motivatin g ne w client s t o us e th e 

condoms an d th e client s grou p provide s suppor t t o th e se x worker s i n 

their effort s t o eliminate sexua l violence i n the area . I t i s interesting t o 
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note here, that a  section of clients, or 'babus', had al l along played a  very 

significant rol e in the history of prostitution i n Calcutta, Durin g the days 

of the national movemen t i n the early twentieth century , they inspire d 

the Sonagach i wome n t o rais e funds t o ai d th e freedo m struggle . 

Negotiating for safety with structures 

The pimps 
Things were never smooth sailing in Sonagachi. There has always been a n 

undercurrent o f contro l b y veste d interests , th e police , th e crimina l an d 

political nexus . 'A  re d ligh t are a i s indee d a  viciou s circle' , explain s 

Bhaskar Banerjee , a  field administrato r unde r th e SHI P project . 'Her e n o 

one ca n liv e withou t negotiatin g wit h thos e elements . An d non e o f th e 

elements wil l allo w anythin g tha t wil l harm thei r interests. ' I n Sonagachi , 

pimps were not isolate d individuals . They wer e a  well-knit panchaya t lik e 

a network , le d b y mukhiya s o r headmen . Th e projec t tea m me t wit h th e 

mukhiya t o presen t a  V i n -  win ' argumen t an d negotiate d th e suppor t o f 

the pimps . I t became clea r tha t th e mukhiya s di d no t wan t t o suppor t th e 

project becaus e th e pimp s feared tha t recognisin g tha t th e HI V viru s wa s 

present i n Sonagach i woul d destro y thei r business . Bu t whe n th e projec t 

team compose d o f se x worker s (wh o ha d a n equa l stak e i n ensurin g tha t 

this busines s wa s no t destroyed ) explaine d tha t wha t woul d destro y th e 

business wa s i n fac t turnin g a  blind ey e t o th e sprea d o f AIDS , th e pimp s 

took i t seriousl y an d mor e o r les s agree d no t t o resis t th e campaign . 

Similar approache s wer e adopte d wit h th e polic e an d th e malkins . 

The police 
Training for polic e personne l wa s organised afte r a  strong partnershi p wa s 

established b y the projec t wit h th e Calcutt a Polic e Department . Th e rol e 

of th e Al l Indi a Institut e o f Healt h an d Hygien e i n buildin g thi s bridg e 

was phenomenal. Til l the en d o f April 1986 , about 18 0 police officers ha d 

attended thes e trainin g programmes . This kind o f orientation enable d th e 
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police personne l t o understand th e 'risks ' t o thei r ow n live s and th e live s 

of thei r familie s a s a  resul t o f thei r sexua l brutalitie s o n th e wome n o f 

Sonagachi. This orientation , combine d wit h th e collectiv e empowermen t 

of the se x workers an d th e client s i n th e area , change d th e stat e o f affairs . 

'The polic e has t o think twic e before hittin g us',  'Aa j Than a Jane se Kurs i 

Milte Hai , Pehl e hamar a cas e bh i registe r nahi n hot a tha' , i.e . Toda y w e 

go t o th e polic e statio n an d w e ar e offere d a  chai r t o sit , earlie r the y di d 

not eve n registe r a  cas e i f w e wen t t o repor t abuse' . Thi s qualitativ e 

indicator o f succes s an d empowerment , expresse d b y Putu l Singh , th e 

Secretary o f th e DMSC , bring s ou t th e exten t o f successfu l negotiation s 

that hav e take n plac e between th e se x workers and th e structure s i n suc h 

a meaningfu l way . 

The brothel  owners 
How do they measur e thei r succes s i n negotiating wit h th e malkins ? 'Wel l 

a numbe r o f malkin s toda y kee p condom s an d alon g wit h th e permanen t 

clients o r "babus " provid e thes e t o th e customer s a s the y come. ' Othe r 

indicators includ e th e provisio n o f a few days off for th e 'chokri' , or youn g 

sex worker , especiall y whe n sh e i s menstruating. Thi s wa s no t th e cas e a 

few year s ago . Bel a didi , on e o f th e malkins , informe d u s ho w sh e ha d 

opened a n accoun t i n th e Ush a Co-operativ e Societ y fo r he r chokri s -  a 

big strid e o f progres s fro m th e days , no t to o lon g ago , whe n Bel a did i 

herself use d t o b e pai d nothin g b y her malkin . Bel a did i had i n fac t live d 

in a  bonded stat e o f existence fo r 9  or 1 0 years where ever y penny earne d 

was shown a s used fo r repaymen t o f the deb t tha t sh e had incurred . Wha t 

exactly wa s thi s debt ? Th e pric e pai d t o th e pim p t o bu y he r (approxi -

mately $150) , th e mone y use d t o provid e he r clothe s an d cosmetic s fo r 

her profession , th e ren t fo r occupying a n are a 1 0 ft by 1 0 ft i n the brothel , 

and i n addition , o f course , food , water , electricit y an d medicine s fo r 

STDs, etc . 
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From the periphery to the centre 
The patter n o f women's empowerment processe s has been suc h tha t i t ha s 

addressed almos t ever y singl e developmen t issue , b e i t trade , economy , 

environment o r huma n right s governance . Bu t wha t i t ha s continuall y 

shied awa y fro m i s addressing issue s o f se x an d sexuality . I n th e las t tw o 

decades HIV/AIDS has forced man y groups to venture int o the are a of sex 

and sexuality , bu t th e discomfor t tha t mos t o f the m experienc e ha s kep t 

the discussio n a t ver y preliminar y levels , littl e abl e t o contribut e toward s 

the transformatio n o f vision , perceptio n an d attitude s relate d t o moralit y 

and societa l values . Th e SHI P projec t i n Sonagach i ha s trie d t o empha -

sise tha t th e struggl e o f th e se x worker s i s no t ver y differen t fro m th e 

struggle o f poo r wome n i n th e informa l sector . Th e struggl e i s essentiall y 

against patriarch y an d domination . Ther e ar e certai n nuance s i n thes e 

struggles whic h ar e different , bu t th e overal l spiri t an d thrus t remai n th e 

same. Bot h th e struggle s hav e questione d powe r relations , bot h hav e 

explored an d identifie d vulnerabilities , bot h hav e trie d t o brea k dow n 

structures tha t ar e oppressive . Th e se x worker s o f Sonagach i hav e toda y 

re-examined thei r situatio n vi s à  vi s mainstrea m societ y an d hav e com e 

up wit h som e ver y powerfu l observation s an d insights . Mal a Sinh a refer s 

to the women o f mainstream societ y as well as the sex workers of her com -

munity a s 'Dogs -  it' s just tha t on e i s a dog wit h a  colla r an d on e i s with -

out it'.  Sadhn a reflect s o n th e simila r level s o f violenc e i n th e live s o f 

women i n mainstrea m societ y an d wome n i n Sonagachi . Accordin g t o 

her, mos t relationship s fo r wome n ar e abusive , th e onl y differenc e i s tha t 

sex workers can openly figh t an d thro w th e partne r out , whereas a  marrie d 

woman suffer s i n silence. And a s they explore edge s over women i n main -

stream society , Minot i Dut t remarks , 'W e ar e mor e liberate d an d free  i n 

many ways . Those husband s a s passports t o ou r identit y ar e irrelevant. ' 

Over the las t 7  years, the project ha s regularly celebrated Internationa l 

Women's Day , World Environmen t Day , World AID S Day , participated i n 

book fairs , floo d relie f programmes , sen t delegation s t o Nepa l an d 
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Bangladesh, and to World AID S conferences . Durin g thes e exposure s the 

sex worker s hav e me t wit h a  rang e o f partner s fro m women' s groups , 

government departments , media bodies, donors, etc. and have evolve d the 

above-mentioned discours e on thei r situatio n withi n mainstrea m society . 

They hav e move d fro m th e periphery t o the centre, and in this process of 

negotiating thei r empowermen t an d safet y hav e contribute d ver y defi -

nitely toward s maintaining wellbein g in the larger society. How have the y 

done this ? The Sonagachi movemen t ha s successfully intervene d i n stop-

ping chil d traffickin g i n Wes t Bengal . Th e self-regulator y board s se t up 

this year are the mechanisms tha t enforc e this . A number of children traf -

ficked hav e bee n returne d bac k t o their home s and in this way the organ-

isation i s reducing vice and violence i n the larger society. Thus persuasive , 

not confrontational , approache s hav e brough t abou t rea l change s a t 

multiple level s -  th e leve l o f the self, th e level o f the peers and the leve l 

of deepl y embedde d structures . Thei r han d o f friendshi p an d suppor t i s 

now stretchin g furthe r an d further -  'eve n th e housewives nee d t o buil d 

their own organisation and join hands with us, otherwise they are not safe'. 

Dreaming Utopia 
The se x workers of Sonagachi had dreamed a  dream 7  years ago. A drea m 

to have a  community san s violence, sans HIV, sans STDs, sans oppression . 

They ha d dream t thi s drea m a t a  tim e whe n i t seeme d Utopia n t o mos t 

development workers . Thi s wa s because th e drea m di d no t fi t int o th e 

larger developmen t contex t o f the country an d the region . 

India i n 199 2 was entering it s second mediu m ter m pla n fo r AID S 

control. The epidemiological analysi s done by W HO at that poin t i n time 

projected a  bleak pictur e fo r the epidemic i n the country. I n 1994 , at the 

World AID S Conferenc e i n Yokohama, Indi a wa s being projecte d a s the 

AIDS capita l of the world. With overal l prevalence rate s still as low as 0.8 

per cent , th e country wa s emerging with a  sexual networking patter n tha t 

was quite alarming. The migration o f labour both withi n and without, the 
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high proportio n o f a  sexuall y activ e population , th e widenin g socio -

economic disparities , th e vulnerabilit y o f a  par t o f it s borders t o th e dru g 

trade, all pointed toward s an explosive epidemic i n the country . The high -

risk behaviou r studie s commissione d b y th e nationa l AID S Contro l 

Organisation i n 6 5 citie s o f th e countr y i n 1994-9 5 onl y validate d an d 

confirmed th e abov e trends . 

The existenc e o f the abov e factors di d mak e th e drea m of the wome n 

of Sonagach i rathe r unreal . Bu t b y 1996 , researc h dat a i n thi s oldes t an d 

largest red ligh t distric t o f Calcutta showe d indicator s tha t wer e different . 

The knowledg e o f STDs i n Sonagachi improve d fro m 6 9 per cent i n 199 2 

to 97.4 per cen t i n 1996 ; the knowledg e o f HIV/AIDS ros e from 30. 7 pe r 

cent i n 199 2 to 96.2 per cent i n 1996 . Condom usag e shot u p from 2. 7 pe r 

cent i n 199 2 to 81.7 per cent i n 1996 . The percentag e o f sex workers wit h 

genital ulcer s decreased fro m 6. 2 pe r cen t i n 199 2 t o 2. 9 pe r cen t i n 199 6 

and th e percentag e o f VDRL positivit y fel l fro m 25. 4 pe r cen t i n 199 2 t o 

14.3 per cen t i n 1996 . Above all , HIV/AIDS prevalenc e level s plateaue d 

at 5  pe r cen t whe n othe r re d ligh t area s i n th e countr y wer e recordin g a 

rate of 55 per cent. I n fact, o n 1 8 September 1995 , the Telegraphy  a leadin g 

daily of the country , hailed Sonagach i a s the bigges t brothe l i n Asia , wit h 

a recor d negativ e growt h rat e o f HIV/AIDS . 

The drea m i n fac t wa s no t quit e unreal . A s w e talke d t o th e wome n 

of Sonagachi , i t becam e clea r tha t thei r drea m wa s onl y partl y fulfilled . 

They wer e stil l dreamin g o f a  world wher e se x wor k woul d b e recognise d 

as labour , wher e a  majorit y o f the m ove r tim e woul d hav e entere d stabl e 

marital relationships again , where th e world would have redefine d se x an d 

sexuality fro m a  feminist perspective . 

Sonagachi for me came to symbolise the very best i n the human spirit' s 

search fo r survival , fo r recognition , fo r respect . I  lef t Sonagach i wit h a 

number o f visions i n my mind -  a n oasi s in a  desert, a  flame  continuin g t o 

flicker i n a  storm , a  mountainee r scalin g height s an d worth y wome n 

carving a  niche fo r themselves , declarin g themselve s a s women o f worth . 
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