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PORTRAYAL OF SEX WORK IN INDIAN CINEMA: A 

SOCIO CULTURAL ANALYSIS 

 

Abstract 

 

 Indian cinema has been a potent tool 

for analysing and reshaping the societal 

attitudes and beliefs. The objective of this 

research paper is to critically examine how 

sex work is portrayed in Indian Cinema and 

its inferences for the Socio- Cultural 

environment. The study examines the 

evolution of narratives stereotypes and 

societal responses surrounding sex work in 

India by analysing many types of films from 

different eras and regional industries. Key 

findings illustrate the change of sex work 

depiction in Indian film from traditional 

conventions to intricate and empathetic 

themes. Earlier, Indian Cinema frequently 

portrayed sex workers are morally depraved 

people or as victims of circumstances, 

furthering social shame. Contemporary film 

has adopted broader approaches, exploring 

the agency, challenges and ambitions of sex 

workers while also confronting the 

underlying structural issues that push people 

to enter this profession. Additionally the 

study investigates how cinematic 

representations affect society, including how 

they could subvert social conventions, 

promote empathy and bring about social 

change. It also analyses the restrictions and 

ethical dilemmas connected with how sex 

work is depicted in Indian Cinema. It 

illustrates how vividly depictions in film may 

impact ethnic attitudes and perceptions. The 

outcomes of this study can contribute to 

discussions about how film can be used for 

social commentary and evolution while also 

underlining the importance for honest and 

nuanced representations that build empathy 

and understanding. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

 Indian film’s depiction of sex work has important social, cultural and visual 

significance. Bollywood, or Indian Cinema, is one of the biggest film industries in the world 

and significantly influences how the general population thinks and feels. Sex work, as a 

sensitive and controversial subject, has been explored in various films throughout the history 

of Indian Cinema. It’s critical to comprehend how sex work is portrayed in Indian movies for 

a number of reasons.  

 

1. Societal Reflection: Indian cinema frequently reflects current views and customs as well 

as socio economic reality. Films depictions of sex worker can shed light on the socio 

cultural context in which sex work exists. It exposes common prejudices, biases and 

taboos by showing how society views and understands sex work.  

 

2. Artistic Representation: Cinema is an example about artistic expression, and the 

depiction of sex work enables directors to delve into nuanced social concerns and 

personal experiences. Understanding the artistic representation of a complex and divisive 

subject can be gained by examining the storylines and creative decisions used to depict 

sex work. 

 

3. Influence on Widespread Opinion: Films have a significant impact on popular 

perception and can change it. The way sex work is portrayed in Indian film can either 

support or contradict cultural views on sex labour. It has the capacity to support 

marginalisation and stigmatisation or foster compassion, understanding, and societal 

transformation. 

 

II. HISTORICAL CONTEXT:  SEX WORK IN INDIAN CINEMA 

 

1. Early Films and the Perpetuation of Stereotypes: The depiction of prostitutes in early 

Indian cinema frequently reinforced stereotypes and societal biases. Sex workers were 

frequently portrayed as victims of sad events or as morally reprehensible people. These 

representations were consistent with the dominant, conservative social attitudes that 

marginalised and stigmatised sex workers. 

 

A well-known movie from this time period is "Devdas" (1935), which stars 

Chandramukhi as a courtesan who falls in love with the lead character Devdas. The 

character of Chandramukhi is one of a fallen woman who gives up her love for Devdas 

and ultimately perishes. Early films frequently used this character of the tragic, self-

sacrificing sex work. 

 

2. Changes in Representations Across Time: From Victimisation to Agency As sex 

workers' agency, challenges, and goals were acknowledged rather than being merely 

victimised over time, sex work  was depicted differently in Indian movies. Changes in 

social and cultural dynamics within Indian society are reflected in this transition. 

 

Films like "Mandi" (1983) and "Mausam" (1975) portrayed sex workers as 

multifaceted individuals with their own desires, goals, and agency during the 1970s and 
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1980s. These films humanised sex workers by examining their struggles and by dispelling 

common misconceptions. 

 

In more recent times, films like "Lipstick under My Burkha" (2016) and 

"Parched" (2015) have emerged as potent narratives that delve into the life of sex workers 

with nuance and humanity. By showing the hardships, hopes, and aspirations of sex 

workers, these films highlight their agency and subvert social expectations. 

 

Indian regional film has also contributed significantly to providing diverse 

viewpoints on Sex work. Films like "Chameli" (2003) from Bollywood and "Kutty Srank" 

(2010) from Malayalam film offer nuanced portrayals of sex workers, reflecting the 

socio-cultural aspects of certain locations. 

 

This change in cinematic representations can be ascribed to shifting cultural 

views, more understanding of the liberties of sexual workers, and the impact of 

international feminist movements. It is important to depict sex workers as complex 

human beings with agency rather than as merely victims or objects of desire has begun to 

be acknowledged by filmmakers. 

 

While there has been improvement in how sex workers are portrayed in films, it is 

important to keep in mind that negative stereotypes and preconceptions still exist in some 

of them. India's socio-cultural dynamics are continued to be reflected in the complicated 

and ever-evolving topic of Sex work's representation in Indian cinema. 

 

We learn about the evolving societal attitudes and perspectives regarding sex 

work by critically examining the historical trajectory of Sex work's representation in 

Indian cinema. In addition to adding to the continuing conversations about social 

inclusion, gender equality, and human rights, this analysis offers a useful perspective on 

how marginalised people are represented in popular media. 

 

III.  CHANGING DEPICTIONS WITH TIME: FROM VICTIMISATION TO 

AGENCY 

 

 As sex workers' agency, hardships, and goals have been recognised, there have been 

considerable changes in how Sex work is portrayed in Indian movies over time. These 

shifting depictions are a reflection of both the complicated nature of sex work and the 

changing social and cultural factors inside Indian society. 

 

 In earlier decades, sex workers were frequently portrayed as sad victims who were 

forced into the industry by social pressures, compulsion, or poverty. The idea of the "fallen 

woman" was reinforced by films, which highlighted their exploitation and suffering. These 

tales reflected prevalent conservative social attitudes and reinforced stereotypes that 

stigmatised and marginalised sex workers. 

 

 However, there has been a growing understanding and empathy towards sex workers 

in recent years, leading to a shift in film portrayals. Filmmakers have begun to portray sex 

workers as complex humans with agency, contradicting the usual victim narrative. 
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 Films such as "Chandni Bar" (2001) directed by Madhur Bhandarkar and "Lakshmi" 

(2014) directed by Nagesh Kukunoor investigated the life of sex workers in detail and 

complexity. These films portrayed the hardships, hopes, and aspirations of sex workers while 

emphasising their capacity for agency in difficult situations. The characters were shown to be 

strong and resourceful as they dealt with a harsh reality while expressing their own 

aspirations. 

 

 Changes in public attitudes, greater understanding of the liberties of sex worker, and 

the influence of international feminist movements are all factors contributing to the shift in 

how Sex work is portrayed towards agency. The necessity of empowering sex workers, 

reclaiming their stories, and dispelling conventional prejudices has been acknowledged by 

filmmakers. 

 

 However, while progress has been made, stereotypes and discrimination of sex 

workers continue to exist in select films. The representation of sex labour in Indian cinema is 

a difficult and dynamic subject, with a need for more nuanced and diverse portrayals. 

 

 By examining the shifting portrayals of Sex work in Indian cinema, we gain insights 

into the changing societal perceptions and attitudes towards sex work. These representations 

help advance ongoing conversations on social inclusion, gender equality, and the 

empowerment of underrepresented groups. Cinema may play a significant role in dispelling 

myths, fostering understanding, and supporting the rights and dignity of sex workers through 

appropriate and sympathetic portrayals. 

 

IV. SOCIAL AND CULTURAL INFLUENCES ON CINEMATIC 

REPRESENTATIONS 

 

 The way that sex work is portrayed in Indian cinema is affected by a number of 

sociocultural elements, including socioeconomic conditions, cultural traditions, moral 

discourse, societal views, and censorship. These factors have an impact on how stories and 

sex are portrayed in films, which reflects the larger social context in which film is produced. 

 

 Socio-economic issues Influencing sex work representation: In Indian cinema, socio-

economic issues have a big impact on how sex work is portrayed. It's common to see poverty, 

illiteracy, and a lack of job possibilities listed as contributory causes of why people, 

especially women, turn to sex work. Films may draw attention to the socio-economic risks 

that sex workers experience and their financial hardships. 

 

1. Cultural Customs and Moral Discourse: These factors have a significant impact on 

how sex work is portrayed in Indian cinema. India has a rich cultural history that includes 

many different regional traditions and customs. These cultures frequently hold different 

views on gender roles, sexuality, and social structures. Filmmakers may use these cultural 

components to inform the storyline and representation of sex work. Films, for instance, 

have depicted the Devadasis tradition, where women were devoted to temples but 

frequently engaged in sex labour, to highlight the confluence of religion, culture, and Sex 

work. 
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Film depictions of sex work are influenced by moral debate as well. Due to 

traditional social attitudes towards unmarried sex, India has a complicated connection 

with sexuality. Censorship can limit the depiction of graphic sexuality or undermine 

social norms in films. Filmmakers frequently balance these ethical questions and societal 

norms while presenting sex work, which can lead to the suppression or restriction of 

particular tales. 

 

2. Influence of Social Attitudes and Censorship on Cinematic Narratives: Filmic plots 

are greatly influenced by societal perceptions of sex labour. Films can represent how sex 

workers are stigmatised and marginalised in society, feeding prejudice and perpetuating 

stereotypes. The complexity and range of portrayals in cinema may be constrained by 

society's conception of sex work as immoral or taboo. Due to worries about how the 

public will react or any potential backlash, filmmakers may find it difficult to depict sex 

workers as multidimensional, independent persons. 

 

Censorship laws also have an impact on how sex work is portrayed in Indian 

films. The censor boards that enforce rules to uphold moral and cultural norms watch 

over films. These restrictions or influences may affect how sex work is portrayed, which 

may result in some storylines being softened or eliminated altogether.  To establish a 

balance between artistic expression and obedience to society conventions, filmmakers 

frequently traverse these rules. 

 

To examine the varied portrayals and investigate the complexity of sex work in 

Indian society, it is crucial to comprehend the socio-cultural impacts on sex work 

depicted in film. We can learn more about the larger social backdrop and the difficulties 

in depicting sex work on screen by looking at how socio-economic variables, cultural 

traditions, moral discourse, societal views, and censorship impact cinematic tales. It also 

emphasises the significance of accurate and inclusive representations that dispel myths 

and advance knowledge of the lives and experiences of sex workers. 

 

V.  STEREOTYPES AND PREJUDICES IN THE PORTRAYAL OF SEX WORK 

 

 The representation of prostitutes in Indian movies frequently relies on numerous 

clichés and tropes that form the audience's image of sex workers. These preconceived notions 

and archetypes can affect how sex work is seen and help dehumanise or stigmatise those who 

operate in the field. Here are three prevalent tropes and clichés of prostitutes that are 

frequently used in media portrayals: 

 

1. The Seductress and Femme Fatale: One common stereotype is that of the seductress or 

femme fatale, in which sex worker are portrayed as sexually seductive, manipulative, and 

dangerous. These characters are frequently shown as exploiting their sexuality to take 

advantage of and deceive other people. They are viewed as temptresses who deceive men 

and are connected to promiscuity and moral decay. This archetype frequently emphasises 

how seductive prostitutes are, supporting the idea that their foremost goal is to satisfy 

men's wants. 

 

2. The Tragic Victim and Fallen Woman:  These two depictions of women are frequently 

used. In this stereotype, sex worker are portrayed as people who are driven into the 
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industry because of external factors like poverty, human trafficking, or social constraints. 

They are portrayed as being powerless, exploited, and vulnerable. This representation 

arouses empathy and draws sex work as a tragic fate from which it is frequently difficult 

to escape. The fallen woman stereotype highlights the prejudice and moral degradation 

linked to Sex work. 

 

3. The Empowered Sex Worker and Agent of Change: In recent years, a more nuanced 

depiction of sex worker as empowered people and agents of change have emerged. The 

portrayal of sex workers as persons with agency, resiliency, and the capacity to improve 

their circumstances challenges the conventional victim narrative. They might defend their 

rights, combat enslavement, or work for social justice. This typology seeks to humanise 

sex workers by highlighting their abilities, goals, and capacity for development. 

 

It is crucial to understand that these archetypes and clichés are not mutually 

exclusive and can coexist in the same movie or across several different movies. These 

prejudices, as well as others affected by society beliefs and cinematic customs, are 

frequently combined in the way sex work is portrayed in Indian movies. 

 

For a critical analysis of cinematic representations and their influence on forming 

public attitudes, it is essential to comprehend the tropes and archetypes that are inherent 

in how prostitutes are portrayed. It emphasises the necessity for rich, varied 

representations that go beyond these preconceptions and provide a more thorough 

knowledge of the difficulties and reality of sex work. Cinema has the capacity to help de-

stigmatize sex work and advance a more compassionate and inclusive society by 

dispelling these prejudices. 

 

VI. REGIONAL VARIATIONS IN PORTRAYING SEX WORK 

 

 Due to the country's different cultural and linguistic landscapes, there are notable 

geographical differences in how sex work is portrayed in Indian cinema. Diverse film 

industries, such as Bollywood and South Indian cinema, give distinctive viewpoints on the 

matter by emphasising dated clichés, unconventional viewpoints, and investigations of 

regional socio-cultural factors. 

 

1. The Impact of Bollywood's Mainstream Narratives: Bollywood, the Mumbai-based 

Hindi film industry, has long influenced popular perceptions of sex work within India. 

Bollywood films frequently use cliches and prejudices related to sex work. Sex work in 

Bollywood has often been portrayed as the archetype of the fallen woman or the 

seductress, emphasising their victimisation or sexual attractiveness. 

 

However, there have been some noticeable changes recently. Films like "Chandni 

Bar" (2001), "Fashion" (2008), and "Parched" (2015) have provided more complex and 

sympathetic representations, challenging stereotypes and spotlighting the hardships, 

aspirations, and agency of sex workers. These films have significantly influenced public 

discourse and have sparked discussions about empowering and humanising sex workers. 

 

2. Traditional Tropes in South Indian Cinema and Other Perspectives: South Indian 

cinema, which includes the Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, and Kannada film industries, has 
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a distinct portrayal of sex trading. These films frequently use traditional tropes and motifs 

to depict regional cultural traditions and moral beliefs. 

 

In South Indian cinema, sex workers are frequently portrayed as victims of 

circumstance typically trapped in the trade due to poverty or exploitation. With a focus on 

the challenges faced by sex workers and the prejudices held against them, films like 

"Mouna Ragam" (1986) and "Nayakan" (1987) explore the complexity of Sex work. 

 

Alternative viewpoints and nuanced portrayals do occur occasionally, though. 

Movies like "Byari" (2011) in Kannada cinema and "Kutty Srank" (2010) in Malayalam 

cinema push against cliches and provide richer, more layered stories. These films explore 

the sociocultural aspects of particular places, giving viewers an understanding of the 

complexity of sex work in regional settings. 

 

Regional film in India presents a broad spectrum of perspectives on sex work, 

reflecting the unique socio-cultural dynamics of each region. These films provide a 

greater comprehension of the complexity surrounding sex work by examining regional 

traditions, customs, and social conventions. 

 

For instance, "Puttanna Kanagal's Gejje Pooje" (1969) in Kannada cinema and 

"Devdas" (2002) in Bengali cinema both investigate the historical practise of Devadasis, 

who were devoted to temples and frequently participated in sex trade. Various films 

examine the relationship between religion, culture, and Sex work, illuminating the 

distinctive sociocultural dynamics of various areas. 

 

3. Exploring Local Socio-Cultural Dynamics in Regional Cinema: Sex work is presented 

from a variety of views in regional film throughout India, reflecting the distinctive 

sociocultural dynamics of each area. These films provide a greater comprehension of the 

complexity surrounding sex work by examining regional traditions, customs, and social 

conventions. 

 

For instance, "Puttanna Kanagal's Gejje Pooje" (1969) in Kannada cinema and 

"Devdas" (2002) in Bengali cinema both investigate the historical practise of Devadasis, 

who were devoted to temples and frequently participated in sex trade. Various films 

examine the relationship between religion, culture, and Sex work, illuminating the 

distinctive sociocultural dynamics of various areas. 

 

By recognising regional differences in the portrayal of Sex work in Indian cinema, 

we gain insight into the many perspectives and cultural nuances related with sex work. It 

emphasises how crucial it is to take into account regional settings, customs, and societal 

views when examining cinematic portrayals. These regional differences also show how 

films have the power to dispel preconceptions, encourage empathy, and bring about 

societal change in the places where they are produced. 
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VII. SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES: DISPELLING STEREOTYPES AND 

PROMOTING EMPATHY 
 

 The representation of sex work in Indian movies has shifted towards questioning 

preconceptions and developing empathy. Through their imaginative decisions, motivations,  

and storytelling strategies, filmmakers have significantly shaped changing perceptions. These 

are the main three elements of this developing story: 

 

Filmmakers' Creative Decisions and Motives: Filmmakers have made deliberate decisions 

to refute clichés and give a more complex depiction of sex work. They understand the need to 

embrace the complexities of sex work and move past simplistic depictions. Their imaginative 

decisions on character development, scriptwriting, and visual design alter film storytelling. 

 

 By addressing the societal causes that influence people to pursue the trade, these 

filmmakers hope to raise attention on the difficulties faced by sex workers. They want to 

humanise sex workers by emphasising their uniqueness, challenges, and aspirations. 

Filmmakers give their characters a feeling of authenticity and depth by exploring the pasts 

and motivations of sex workers. 

 

 Such unconventional decisions are frequently driven by a desire to subvert social 

expectations, develop empathy, and stand up for the rights and dignity of sex workers. 

Filmmakers are aware of how cinema has the ability to influence public opinion and spark 

societal change. 

1. Depicting the Struggles, Aspirations, and Agency of Sex Workers: The depiction of 

sex workers' challenges, aspirations, and autonomy is a significant shift in how Sex work 

is portrayed in movies. Films now depict the complex lives of sex workers, highlighting 

their resiliency, creativity, and ability to deal with difficult situations. 

 

By emphasising the ambitions for a better life, the will to overcome challenges, 

and the quest of personal development and empowerment, these depictions seek to 

humanise sex workers. They contest the idea of powerlessness and victimhood that is 

frequently connected to sex work. 

 

Films like "Lipstick under My Burkha" (2016), "Love Sonia" (2018), and 

"Sonagachi" (2020) explore the complexities of sex work and portray sex workers as 

independent persons who can make decisions within complicated social frameworks. By 

presenting the organisation of sex workers, these films challenge social prejudices and 

provide a more complete picture of their realities. 

 

2. Film as a Platform for Social Commentary and Advocacy: Due to its extensive 

influence and reach, Indian cinema has evolved into a venue for social commentary and 

advocacy. Filmmakers use this platform to raise awareness of the problems sex workers 

face and to fight for their rights and dignity. These films encourage empathy, question 

society standards, and provoke reflection through their thought-provoking themes. 
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By giving viewers a glimpse into the hardships and goals of sex workers, cinema 

has the capacity to arouse emotions and foster empathy. These films help to spread 

knowledge, start discussions, and promote an inclusive and caring society. 

 

Filmmakers and artists, through their creative choices, motivations, and 

commitment to narrative, have a crucial part in changing the representation of Sex work 

in Indian cinema. They dispel myths, promote empathy, and use films as a platform for 

social criticism and advocacy. They assist in transforming cultural perceptions and 

attitudes towards sex work by offering complex and sympathetic storylines, fostering a 

more accepting and understanding society. 

 

VIII. IMPACT AND RECEPTION OF CINEMA REPRESENTATIONS 

 

 The way sex work is portrayed in Indian movies has a big impact on how audiences 

perceive it, how people talk about it, and how society views sex work. People's perceptions of 

sex work are shaped by how it is portrayed on television and in movies. Three crucial 

elements of the influence and reception of cinematic representations are as follows: 

 

 Cinematic depictions of sex work affect how audiences view and interpret sex work: 

The characters, stories, and visual depictions used in films influence how viewers 

perceive sex workers' life and experiences. As they confront their own assumptions 

and gain a more nuanced picture of sex work, viewers may challenge their own 

challenges and aspirations. 

 

Realistic and sympathetic portrayals in films can elicit emotional reactions from viewers, 

fostering empathy and dispelling preconceptions. These representations have the potential to 

humanise sex workers, making their experiences relevant and encouraging a greater 

comprehension of the complexity of their lives. On the other side, films that rely on 

stereotypes or exploit sensationalism can support prejudice and prolong stigmatisation. 

 

1. Influence on Public Discourse and Societal Attitudes: Film depictions of sex 

work influence public discourse and societal attitudes towards sex work. Films that 

challenge preconceptions and portray sex workers as complex individuals can generate 

debates, challenge society standards, and contribute to altering attitudes. 

 

Films that represent the agency, hardships, and goals of sex workers and present 

complex storylines offer a forum for social participation and introspection. These films 

have the power to dispel society stereotypes, bring attention to the problems sex workers 

confront, and promote respect for their rights. They can also contribute to broader issues 

about gender equality, social justice, and human rights. 

 

On the other hand, stereotype-reinforcing and dehumanising media can further 

stigmatise sex workers and thwart efforts to advance society. Sensationalised or 

exploitative depictions of Sex work can perpetuate prejudices, misunderstandings, and 

moral judgments, continuing the marginalisation of sex workers. 

 

2. Reality Vs. Representation: The Ethical Dimension: The way that sex work is 

portrayed in Indian film creates ethical questions about how truthful experiences should 
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be portrayed. Filmmakers have an obligation to strike a balance between artistic 

expression and consideration for the realities experienced by sex workers. They must 

walk a tight balance between telling compelling stories and protecting marginalised 

populations from exploitation or further harm. 

 

It is critical to recognise that cinematic depictions are interpretations of reality and 

may not always adequately reflect the different experiences and realities of sex workers. 

In order to assure accurate and moral portrayals, filmmakers should attempt to tell stories 

that are responsible and well-informed. 

 

Films that ethically reflect the realities of sex workers can contribute to 

constructive societal change by creating empathy, challenging prejudices, and promoting 

understanding. They have the ability to promote sex workers' rights and dignity while 

also helping to de-stigmatize sexual employment. 

 

The impact and reception of sex work-related film portrayals emphasise the 

significant influence of media on public perceptions and attitudes. Responsible and 

nuanced portrayals can help to promote a more inclusive, empathic, and informed society 

while also recognising the ethical concerns associated with correctly reflecting the lives 

of sex workers. 

 

IX.  THE IMPACT OF CINEMA ON SOCIAL CHANGE 

 

 Cinema has the power to significantly influence societal change, including how 

society views and comprehends sex work-related issues. Here are three crucial facets of how 

films influence social change:  

 

1. Film as a Mirror of Society: Film frequently captures the issues, ideals, and difficulties 

of the society in which it is produced. It serves as a mirror that reflects and displays social 

ills, such as trafficking. As sex workers' stories are portrayed on TV, society becomes 

more aware of their life and the social and systemic issues that lead to their 

marginalisation. 

 

Cinema can illuminate the intricacies, difficulties, and goals of sex workers 

through the storytelling ability it possesses. By presenting the social and economic 

inequities, gender dynamics, and cultural norms that impact the lives of sex workers, 

films can urge audiences to critically evaluate and reflect on the larger societal concerns 

that perpetuate discrimination and stigma. 

 

2. Cinema as a Catalyst for Awareness and Empathy: Film has the power to stir up 

feelings, foster empathy, and start conversations. Films help dispel myths and raise 

awareness of the various realities of sex workers' existence by delivering nuanced and 

sympathetic portrayals of the industry. Such representations make sex workers more 

relatable, allowing viewers to identify with their tribulations, goals, and sense of 

independence. 

 

Films can encourage empathy by allowing spectators to put themselves in the 

shoes of sex workers, to comprehend their struggles, and to see their tenacity and 
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resiliency. This empathy can lead to a better knowledge of the social, economic, and 

systemic issues that perpetuate sex workers' deprivation, creating a more compassionate 

and inclusive society. 

 

3. Limitations and Challenges in Representing Sex Work in Film: Despite the possibility 

of bringing about societal change, it is critical to acknowledge the restrictions and 

difficulties in depicting Sex work in film. When presenting sex labour, filmmakers have 

to reconcile ethical issues, social norms, and monetary requirements. 

 

There are difficulties, such as the possibility of gilding or exaggerating sex work 

or unintentionally harming already marginalised populations. Filmmakers must approach 

the subject sensitively, performing extensive study and collaborating with sex worker 

communities to guarantee truthful and respectful portrayals. 

 

The multiplicity of experiences within the field of sex work might also make it 

difficult to accurately depict all possible realities. Cinema should seek for diverse stories 

that show how sex labour intersects with issues including gender, class, caste, and 

location. 

 

Additionally, the influence of film on societal transformation is neither immediate 

nor consistent. To affect long-term change in cultural attitudes, policies, as well as 

systems for sex work, ongoing efforts, collaboration with groups that advocate, and 

involvement with lawmakers are required. 

 

Cinema can continue to be a force for social change by challenging established 

conventions, promoting empathy, and fighting for the rights and dignity of sex workers if 

it accepts its limitations and obstacles and navigates them responsibly. 

 

X.  CASE STUDIES: EXAMINING IMPORTANT FILMS 

 

1. Tradition, Stigma, and Redemption in "Pakeezah": The 1972 film "Pakeezah," 

directed by Kamal Amrohi, addresses the issues of custom, stigma, and atonement related 

to Sex work. A courtesan named Sahibjaan's journey through the difficulties and tensions 

of a strict culture is followed in the movie. 

 

The film "Pakeezah" examines the pervasive stigma attached to sex employment 

in Indian culture. Because of the negative connotation associated with Sahibjaan's 

vocation, she is shunned. The movie also highlights how society standards and 

conventional beliefs contribute to the ongoing stigma associated with sex employment. 

 

But "Pakeezah" also tells a story of redemption and self-realization. The movie 

demonstrates Sahibjaan's longing for acceptance, love, and a second chance at life 

through her journey. The movie criticises the negative image of sex workers in society 

and implores viewers to reconsider the strict moral standards that uphold their exclusion. 

 

2. Life in a Red-Light District in "Chandni Bar": "Chandni Bar," directed by Madhur 

Bhandarkar and released in 2001, is a realistic and gritty depiction of the lives of sex 

workers in a red-light district. The movie explores the difficulties, exploitation, and 
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vulnerabilities that sex workers endure while illuminating the intricate intricacies of their 

line of work. 

 

By making its characters more relatable and portraying their experiences with 

empathy and realism, "Chandni Bar" defies traditional storylines. The film explores the 

socioeconomic causes that lead women into sex work and emphasises the power 

dynamics and exploitation that exist within the business. It also shows Chandni, the 

female lead, as she navigates the difficulties of her line of work, to be resilient and 

independent. 

 

The film's accurate depiction of the red-light district and the challenging 

conditions experienced by sex workers generated discussions and arguments on the 

subject. In order to confront the systemic injustices and societal biases that contribute to 

the deprivation of sex workers, "Chandni Bar" stands out as a noteworthy film. It tries to 

foster empathy and awareness. 

 

3. "Lipstick under My Burkha": Sexual Liberation and Agency: "Lipstick Under My 

Burkha," directed by Alankrita Shrivastava and released in 2016, tells the lives of four 

women from different eras, including a middle-aged widow who has a secret affair and a 

young Muslim lady exploring her sexual fantasies. The movie questions societal 

standards while examining topics of agency, sexual independence, and the difficulties 

women confront in expressing their desires. 

 

In the context of feminine sexuality, "Lipstick under My Burkha" presents a 

complex representation of sex and desire. The movie criticises the discrimination against 

women's sexual expression and highlights their entitlement to sexual freedom. It depicts 

the inner lives and wants of its female protagonists, emphasising their autonomy and 

tenacity in negotiating cultural expectations. 

 

The film's graphic portrayal of female sexuality broke social taboos, generating 

both praise and criticism. It sparked discussions on women's freedom to express their 

wants, pushed back against social expectations, and promoted sexual liberation. 

 

These case studies show how cinema can be a potent tool for delving into the 

complexities and difficulties associated with Sex work. "Pakeezah," "Chandni Bar," and 

"Lipstick under My Burkha" all use their personal narratives to subvert stereotypes, 

spread awareness, and promote the autonomy and liberties of sex workers. Regarding the 

representation and comprehension of Sex work in Indian society, these films have greatly 

influenced public debate, developed empathy, and campaigned for social reform. 

 

4. “Gangubai Kathiawadi”:A Fight for Right: "Gangubai Kathiawadi" is a 2021 Indian 

biographical crime film directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali. The film is based on a chapter 

of Hussain Zaidi's novel "Mafia Queens of Mumbai," which is inspired by the real-life 

story of Gangubai Kothewali, a prominent and influential person in Mumbai's red-light 

area of Kamathipura. 

 

The story of Gangubai, played by Alia Bhatt, who was forced into sex work as a 

young girl and later rose to become Kamathipura's revered and dreaded matriarch, is told 
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in the movie. Gangubai's persona is shown as someone who transcends her circumstances 

and develops herself as a dominant figure in a male-dominated and exploitative sector. 

 

One key component of "Gangubai Kathiawadi" is the examination of Gangubai's 

character complexity. The movie depicts her as a fiercely independent woman who exerts 

agency and control despite having little options. She successfully negotiates the 

difficulties and power structures of the red-light district, showcasing her tenacity, 

cleverness, and resiliency. 

 

The movie also sheds insight on the broader socio-political climate of the day, 

emphasising the crime, exploitation, and brutality that characterised the red-light district 

and underworld. It portrays Gangubai as a cunning and powerful character who opposes 

the established male power structures and fights for the protection and rights of the 

women of Kamathipura. 

 

The movie "Gangubai Kathiawadi" has provoked controversies and disagreements 

regarding how sex work is represented, the ethics of representation, and the obligations of 

filmmakers when portraying real-life individuals. The film poses issues on the delicate 

balancing act between empowerment and exploitation in the context of sex work and the 

complex character development of Gangubai. 

 

As with any depiction of prostitution in a motion picture, "Gangubai Kathiawadi" 

has its advantages and disadvantages. It provides a window into the world of a strong, 

complicated woman while also shining light on the challenges, goals, and agency faced 

by sex workers. However, it is vital to critically analyse the film and assess the broader 

socio-cultural ramifications of its representation. 

 

In general, "Gangubai Kathiawadi" serves as a case study that demonstrates the 

potential of film to investigate the complexities of sex work, confront prejudices, and start 

discussions about the lives and experiences of sex workers. It sparks debates about how 

real-life figures are portrayed and increases understanding of the difficulties and obstacles 

experienced by sex workers in their quest for autonomy and empowerment. 

 

XI. CONCLUSION  
 

 The image of sex work in Indian cinema has developed throughout time, changing 

from stereotyped and victimising representations to more nuanced and empathic portrayals.  

 

1. History of Sex Work in Indian Cinema: From reinforcing victimisation and clichés in 

early films to highlighting the agency, difficulties, and aspirations of sex workers in 

modern films. 

 

2. Sociocultural Influences: The way Sex work is portrayed in Indian cinema is heavily 

influenced by socioeconomic considerations, cultural norms, moral debate, society views, 

and censorship. These influences have an impact on the stories, characters, and visual 

style used to depict sex labour.  
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3. Shift in Perspectives: By making imaginative decisions that show the challenges, 

aspirations, and sexual workers, filmmakers have played an important role in battling 

prejudices and fostering empathy. A more complex knowledge of the realities of sex work 

has resulted from this. 

 

These findings have important ramifications for how society views and feels about 

Sex work. Indian film has the capacity to challenge prejudices, promote empathy, and 

start discussions on the rights and dignity of sex workers through responsible and 

sympathetic portrayals. Films can help to create a society that is kinder and more 

accepting by humanising sex workers and emphasising their agency. 
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