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ABSTRACT 

This research paper delves into the intersection of human rights, the Indian Constitution, and the status of sex workers in 

India. It explores the legal framework surrounding sex work, particularly the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA) of 

1956, and evaluates recent directives by the Supreme Court of India aimed at improving the working conditions and 

human rights of sex workers. The paper further investigates the social stigma, discrimination, and challenges faced by 

sex workers, advocating for a human rights-based approach to their issues. Additionally, this research incorporates notable 

judgments from various High Courts across India, shedding light on the judicial trends and interpretations that impact the 

lives of sex workers. Through a comprehensive analysis of legal provisions, court cases, and societal attitudes, the paper 

highlights the urgent need for legal reforms and societal change to protect and empower sex workers, ensuring they can 

live with dignity and exercise their fundamental rights. 
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Introduction 

Sex work, often regarded as the world's oldest profession, remains a contentious issue globally, marked by complex legal, 

social, and moral dimensions. In many parts of the world, including India, sex workers grapple with severe challenges 

that hinder their ability to live with dignity and exercise their fundamental human rights. The multifaceted issues 

surrounding sex work encompass legal ambiguities, social stigma, and systemic discrimination, all of which contribute to 

the marginalization and vulnerability of sex workers. 

In India, the legal landscape governing sex work is primarily defined by the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA) of 

1956, a law originally aimed at curbing trafficking and exploitation rather than the act of prostitution itself. However, the 

enforcement of this law often leads to the harassment and criminalization of sex workers, exacerbating their already 

precarious circumstances. This legal framework, combined with pervasive social stigma, creates a hostile environment 

where sex workers struggle to access essential services, protect their rights, and secure their well-being. 

The human rights implications of these challenges are profound. Sex workers are frequently subjected to violence, 

exploitation, and discrimination, both within their personal lives and in interactions with authorities. These violations 

contravene the basic human rights enshrined in the Indian Constitution, particularly the rights to equality, freedom, and 

life with dignity. Articles 14, 15, 19, and 21 of the Constitution guarantee these fundamental rights to all citizens, including 

sex workers, underscoring the need for a more humane and equitable approach to addressing their issues. 

Recognizing these challenges, the Supreme Court of India has taken significant steps to improve the conditions of sex 

workers through recent judicial directives. In a landmark decision related to Criminal Appeal 135/2010, the Court issued 

directives aimed at safeguarding the dignity and rights of sex workers, emphasizing their entitlement to live free from 

violence and discrimination. These directives mark a pivotal shift towards acknowledging and addressing the human 

rights of sex workers, laying the groundwork for future legal and policy reforms. 

This paper seeks to explore the intricate relationship between sex work, human rights, and the Indian Constitution. It 

examines the legal status of sex work in India, the impact of judicial interventions, and the broader human rights context. 

By highlighting the inherent contradictions and challenges within the current legal framework, this paper advocates for 

comprehensive legal reforms and societal change to protect and empower sex workers. Ultimately, it calls for a rights-

based approach that recognizes sex workers as autonomous individuals deserving of dignity, respect, and equality under 

the law. 

Legal Framework: The Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA), 1956 

The Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA), initially enacted as the Suppression of Immoral Traffic in Women and 

Girls Act (SITA) in 1956, represents India's legislative response to the United Nations Convention for the Suppression of 

the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others. The ITPA aims to combat trafficking and 
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related exploitation within the context of sex work. Despite common misconceptions, the ITPA does not criminalize sex 

work itself but targets activities such as: 

• Running or managing a brothel: Defined under Section 3 of the ITPA, brothel-keeping and management are 

criminal offenses. 

• Living off the earnings of prostitution: Section 4 criminalizes anyone who knowingly lives wholly or in part 

on the earnings of prostitution. 

• Procuring, inducing, or taking persons for the sake of prostitution: Section 5 focuses on trafficking and 

exploitation. 

• Soliciting in public places: Initially criminalized but later removed by the 1986 amendment to focus on 

trafficking and exploitation rather than the act of soliciting. 

The 64th Law Commission of India report emphasizes that the ITPA's scope is limited to combating trafficking and 

organized exploitation, not prohibiting consensual adult sex work conducted in private. 

Constitutional Rights of Sex Workers 

The Indian Constitution guarantees several fundamental rights that are pertinent to sex workers: 

• Right to Equality (Article 14): This article ensures that all individuals, including sex workers, are entitled to 

equal protection under the law. It mandates that the state treat all persons equally without discrimination. 

• Right to Non-Discrimination (Article 15): This provision prohibits discrimination on various grounds, 

including sex, ensuring that sex workers cannot be discriminated against because of their profession. 

• Right to Freedom (Article 19): This article guarantees the right to freedom of speech and expression, which 

extends to the right to pursue a profession, trade, or business of one's choice, subject to reasonable restrictions. 

For sex workers, this implies the right to engage in their profession without undue interference. 

• Right to Life and Personal Liberty (Article 21): The right to life extends beyond mere survival to include the 

right to live with dignity. This article has been interpreted by the Supreme Court to encompass the right to 

livelihood, health, and shelter, which are critical for sex workers. 

These constitutional guarantees necessitate the protection and promotion of sex workers' rights, emphasizing their 

entitlement to dignity, safety, and equality under the law. 

Supreme Court Directives: A Step Towards Dignity 

In the landmark case of Criminal Appeal 135/2010, the Supreme Court of India issued significant directives under Article 

142 of the Constitution to improve the conditions of sex workers. The case, originally a criminal appeal by Budhadev 

Karmaskar, was converted suo moto into a public interest litigation (PIL) to address the human rights of sex workers. The 

Court's directives, issued on May 19, 2022, included: 

• Medical Assistance for Sexual Assault Victims: Ensuring that sex workers subjected to sexual assault receive 

the same facilities and medical assistance provided to any victim of sexual assault. 

• Survey of Protection Homes: Conducting a survey of all protection homes established under the ITPA to release 

adult women detained against their will in a time-bound manner. 

• Dignified Treatment by Police: Directing the police to treat all sex workers with dignity, refraining from 

physical or verbal abuse. 

• Media Guidelines: Instructing the Press Council of India to issue guidelines preventing the media from revealing 

the identities of sex workers during arrests, raids, or rescue operations. The guidelines also mandate the 

application of Section 354C of the Indian Penal Code (concerning voyeurism) to protect the privacy of sex 

workers. 

• Health and Safety Measures: Ensuring that health and safety measures employed by sex workers are not treated 

as evidence of committing an offense. 

• Legal Education Workshops: Mandating legal services authorities to conduct workshops educating sex 

workers about their rights and how to access judicial systems to enforce these rights. 

• Issuance of Aadhar Cards: Directing the Unique Identification Authority of India (UIDAI) to issue Aadhar 

cards to sex workers based on a pro forma certificate issued by a gazetted officer from the National AIDS Control 

Organization or the Project Director of the State AIDS Control Society, ensuring confidentiality at all levels. 

These directives aim to uphold the constitutional right to live with dignity and ensure equal protection under the law for 

sex workers, addressing both immediate needs and long-term systemic issues. 
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Social Stigma and Discrimination 

Sex workers in India face pervasive social stigma and discrimination, which severely impact their ability to access basic 

services, including healthcare, education, and legal protection. Stigmatization not only marginalizes sex workers but also 

extends to their children, perpetuating cycles of poverty and social exclusion. The societal perception of sex work as 

immoral contributes to the reluctance of policymakers and the public to recognize sex work as legitimate labor, further 

entrenching the vulnerabilities of sex workers. 

• Healthcare Discrimination: Sex workers often encounter prejudice in medical settings, which can result in 

denial of services, forced testing, and breaches of confidentiality. This discrimination exacerbates health risks, 

including higher rates of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and lack of access to reproductive health services. 

• Educational Barriers: The children of sex workers face bullying, ostracization, and barriers to accessing 

education due to the stigma attached to their parents' profession. This marginalization limits their future 

opportunities and perpetuates cycles of poverty. 

• Legal Harassment: Despite the legal framework, sex workers frequently experience arbitrary arrests, detention, 

and exploitation by police under the guise of enforcing anti-trafficking laws. These actions often exceed legal 

boundaries and result in severe human rights violations. 

Human Rights Violations 

Sex workers often encounter severe human rights violations, including: 

Violence and Exploitation: Physical and sexual violence is a pervasive risk, often perpetrated by clients, pimps, and 

even law enforcement. The lack of legal protection and societal stigma leaves sex workers vulnerable to exploitation and 

abuse. 

• Healthcare Discrimination: Limited access to healthcare services, compounded by stigma within medical 

facilities, prevents sex workers from receiving adequate care. Forced HIV testing and breaches of confidentiality 

are common violations. 

• Legal Harassment: Arbitrary arrests, detention, and exploitation by police are widespread. Law enforcement 

often targets sex workers under the pretext of anti-trafficking laws, disregarding the legality of consensual sex 

work. 

These violations contravene the basic human rights guaranteed under the Indian Constitution and international human 

rights norms, necessitating urgent reforms to protect and uphold the dignity of sex workers. 

International Perspectives and Legalization 

Several countries have adopted various approaches to regulate sex work, with differing outcomes: 

• New Zealand: New Zealand's Prostitution Reform Act of 2003 decriminalized sex work, aiming to safeguard 

the rights of sex workers and reduce harm. This approach has been associated with improved health and safety 

conditions for sex workers, better access to legal protection, and reduced stigma. 

• Australia: Different states in Australia have varying approaches, with some adopting decriminalization and 

others maintaining strict regulations. The experiences from these regions suggest that decriminalization can 

enhance the well-being of sex workers and improve their access to services. 

• Canada: Canada's legal framework, shaped by the Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act 

(PCEPA), criminalizes certain aspects of sex work while aiming to reduce exploitation. This model has faced 

criticism for continuing to marginalize sex workers and limiting their access to legal protection. 

Evidence from these countries indicates that decriminalization and regulation, rather than criminalization, can lead to 

better health outcomes, reduced violence, and enhanced social integration for sex workers. 

Advocacy for Legal Reforms 

Legal reforms in India should focus on: 

• Decriminalization: Removing criminal penalties for sex work and related activities conducted consensually. 

This would involve amending laws like the ITPA to focus on protecting sex workers rather than penalizing them. 

• Regulation: Implementing regulations to ensure safe working conditions, fair remuneration, and access to 

healthcare and social services. This includes establishing labor rights and protections for sex workers. 

• Rights Protection: Strengthening legal protections against violence, exploitation, and discrimination. Ensuring 

that sex workers have access to legal remedies and support services is crucial. 

• Social Integration: Promoting societal acceptance and integration of sex workers through awareness campaigns 

and education 
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Conclusion 

The nexus of human rights, the Indian Constitution, and the status of sex workers in India underscores the urgent need 

for comprehensive legal and social reforms aimed at protecting and empowering sex workers. Despite the progressive 

steps taken by the Supreme Court of India, particularly through its recent directives, there remains a significant gap in the 

actual realization of the rights and dignity of sex workers. The Supreme Court's directives are a commendable move 

towards acknowledging the humanity and rights of sex workers, emphasizing their entitlement to live free from violence, 

exploitation, and discrimination. However, these directives are merely the beginning of a much-needed transformation. 

To effectively address the issues faced by sex workers, sustained and multifaceted efforts are required. Firstly, there is an 

imperative need to dismantle the pervasive stigma associated with sex work. This involves educating the public, fostering 

societal acceptance, and challenging the moral judgments that contribute to the marginalization and mistreatment of sex 

workers. Public awareness campaigns and inclusive dialogues can play a crucial role in changing societal perceptions and 

reducing the stigma attached to sex work. 

Legal protections must also be strengthened to ensure that sex workers can operate without fear of harassment, violence, 

or exploitation. This includes revising existing laws, such as the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA) of 1956, to 

eliminate provisions that inadvertently criminalize sex workers and instead focus on targeting traffickers and exploiters. 

Legal reforms should aim to decriminalize consensual adult sex work and provide a regulatory framework that safeguards 

the health, safety, and rights of sex workers. 

Moreover, promoting a human rights-based approach is essential. This approach recognizes sex workers as autonomous 

individuals entitled to the same rights and protections as any other citizen. Aligning with constitutional principles and 

international human rights norms, India can create an environment where sex workers are treated with the respect and 

equality they deserve. This includes ensuring their access to healthcare, legal aid, social security, and other essential 

services without discrimination. 

The involvement of sex workers in policy-making processes is crucial. Their voices, experiences, and insights should 

inform the development of laws and policies that affect them. This participatory approach ensures that the measures 

implemented are grounded in the realities of sex workers' lives and address their actual needs and concerns. 

Furthermore, the role of the judiciary and law enforcement agencies is critical in protecting the rights of sex workers. 

Training programs for police and judicial officers on the rights of sex workers and the importance of treating them with 

dignity can help reduce instances of abuse and ensure that sex workers receive fair treatment within the legal system. 

In conclusion, the journey towards ensuring the rights and dignity of sex workers in India is a long and challenging one. 

The Supreme Court's directives represent a significant step forward, but much more needs to be done to create a just and 

equitable society for sex workers. By dismantling stigma, strengthening legal protections, and adopting a human rights-

based approach, India can pave the way for a future where sex workers are empowered, respected, and treated as equal 

members of society. These efforts must be sustained and reinforced by the collective will of the government, civil society, 

and the community at large to achieve meaningful and lasting change. 
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