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‘Pleasure’, ‘Vice’ or ‘Profession’: 
Myriad Social Perceptions and 
Representations of Prostitutes 
in Colonial Calcutta
Sonia Mondal

Abstract
Since the arrival of colonial rule, the attitude towards the profession 
of prostitution and women in prostitution in South Asia has 
undergone many changes. Consequently, terms like Nati, Ganika, 
Barangana, and Tawaif associated with public women in the pre-
colonial period (India) did not retain the same meaning during 
the colonial period, particularly in the nomenclature of ‘common 
prostitute’. Perhaps the moral fabric of contemporary society led to 
the change in social perception about public women. 

Focusing on colonial Calcutta, this article addresses how colonial 
urban society under British rule shaped a new socio-cultural 
discourse on prostitutes and their profession. Here, the study 
intends to explore how the indigenous discourse on prostitution 
(beyond the official legal discourse) played an important role in 
shaping the popular images of prostitutes in contemporary urban 
society. Sifting through primary and secondary literature on urban 
prostitution, this article argues that the social perceptions of 
prostitutes and their trade were not homogenous among the various 
social groups but rather depended on class as well as the regional 
identities of social groups. 
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Introduction
Colonial urban society under British patronage shaped a new socio-cultural 
discourse on prostitutes and their profession that was different from 
pre‑colonial times.1 In pre-colonial society, public women were generally 
seen as products of feudal culture, where their skills were aesthetically 
represented.2 Despite being perceived as an ‘object’ of sexual pleasure in 
pre-colonial feudal society, the so-called public women were hardly ever 
considered to be a sexual commodity. However, there was a significant shift 
in perceptions of this trade with the rise of capitalist relations during the 
colonial era, when their bodies as well as their labour were commodified. 
This change in perceptions can be traced back to the metropolitan notion of 
prostitution and prostitutes, which influenced the colony’s understanding 
of trade, including in India during the heyday of the colonial regime. 
Consequently, names like Nati (actress), Ganika,3 Barangana (one who sells 
her sexual favours), and Tawaif, 4 used to refer to different kinds of public 
women in the pre-colonial period,5 did not have the same meaning during 
the colonial period, especially in the nomenclature of ‘common prostitute’.6 
Perhaps the moral fabric of contemporary society contributed to the shift in 
social attitudes towards public women.7

1	  A ‘prostitute’ is a woman who sells herself for sexual purposes to a great number of men in succession, 
with little or no choice among them. For a more detailed definition, see S. K. Mukherjee, Prostitution in 
India (Calcutta: Das Gupta and Co., 1934), 1. ‘Prostitution’ means promiscuous sexual intercourse for 
hire, whether in money or kind, with a prostitute. See Mukherjee, Prostitution in India, 1–2.
2	  ‘Public women’ meant those women who had left the household, that is, the private sphere or 
the sacred sanctum of the house and were out in the public domain. Public performance, freedom of 
movement, and even participation in labour outside the domestic sphere also denigrated her position 
as a public woman. See S. M. Edwardes, Crime in British India (New Delhi: ABC Publishing House, 
1983), 75–98.
3	  Ganika enjoyed the highest status in ancient India among all prostitutes. Ganika was a social 
celebrity because of her intellectual and artistic accomplishments. See S. Bhattacherjee, ‘Prostitution in 
Ancient India’, Social Scientist 15, no. 2 (1987): 32–61. 
4	  Tawaifs, who were experts in singing, dancing, and recitations, secured the highest rank among 
courtesans. Lucknow was renowned for its distinctive Tawaif culture during the eighteenth century. 
V. T. Oldenburg, ‘Lifestyle as Resistance: The Case of Courtesans of Lucknow’, Feminist Studies 16, 
no. 2 (1990): 259–287.
5	  Here, the timeframe of the pre-colonial era in India roughly indicates the period before the 
establishment of colonial rule, i.e., the eighteenth century. To be more specific, in Bengal, the colonial 
era starts after 1757 and the 1850s for the rest of India. 
6	  The colonial definition of ‘common prostitute’ included not only those who met the physical 
needs of soldiers but also a number of perceived ‘unchaste’ women, ranging from former courtesans and 
temple dancers to brothel inmates. See Durba Mitra, Indian Sex Life: Sexuality and the Colonial Origins 
of Modern Social Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020), 68–86. 
7	  I define ‘moral fabric’ as a set of foundational moral principles (common moral ground) that most 
people in a particular society agree on and recognise as guidelines throughout their daily lives. 
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In the context of changing morality and norms, the social discourse on 
prostitution in colonial Calcutta deserves greater attention. Being a colonial 
port city, nineteenth-century Calcutta saw the rapid rise of colonial society, 
where the moral fabric was often guided by colonial ideas of legal and moral 
codes. Materially, on the other hand, the colonial networks of business and 
administration propelled significant migration, which helped increase the 
pace of urbanisation, particularly in its trading and industrial sectors. In this 
environment, prostitution was able to flourish and develop into a lucrative 
industry. Thus, prostitution, which was relatively obscured in rural settings 
during the pre-colonial period, was in full public view in colonial cities.8 
In compliance with this new development, a different indigenous discourse 
combined with colonial legal connotations articulated the popular images 
of prostitutes in contemporary society.9 

Historians working on nineteenth-century prostitution in Bengal/Calcutta 
have traditionally focused on indigenous discourses on prostitution. The 
pioneering venture in this field was B. Joardar’s monograph, Prostitution 
in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta. His work reveals how 
prostitution was seen differently in society since the profession was not 
considered disgraceful in elite society, whereas other social groups defined 
prostitutes as outcasts.10 Ratnabali Chatterjee has shown how the indigenous 
elites known as bhadralok were influenced by the colonial discourse on 
prostitution and created imagery surrounding Indian prostitutes that was 

8	  Calcutta recorded a terrific expansion of prostitution both ‘numerically and spatially’ in the 1850s. 
The cosmopolitan nature of prostitutes was an important feature of the city’s sex trade. Apart from 
indigenous women, it hosted a sizeable number of foreign prostitutes. Along with Bengali babus, their 
clients included floating populations like European sailors and soldiers. Since the nineteenth century, 
the city has seen the rise of many red-light districts. However, the areas between Chitpore Road in the 
west and Sobha Bazar in the east (known as the Sonagachi area) emerged as the most important ‘tolerated 
zone’ for prostitutes in Calcutta. For details, see Sumanta Banerjee, Under the Raj: Prostitution in Colonial 
Bengal (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000); Biswanath Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early 
Twentieth Century Calcutta (New Delhi: Inter-India Publication, 1985). 
9	  Prostitution was subject to punitive law during colonial rule, and people involved in it were for the 
first time viewed as criminals. The passing of the Cantonment Acts (1864) and the Contagious Diseases 
Act (1868), which aimed at curbing the spread of venereal diseases among British soldiers, strengthened 
the process of criminalising the profession. These changes eventually led to the redefining of prostitution 
in India. See, Keeneth Balhatchet, Race, Sex, and Class under the Raj: Imperial Attitudes and Policies and 
Their Critics, 1793–1905 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1980); Banerjee, Under the Raj, 142–176.
10	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta.
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represented in popular Bengali literature.11 Likewise, Sumanta Banerjee 
has captured the changing roles and positions of prostitutes in Bengal 
throughout the nineteenth century. His most important contribution, 
however, is his attempt to recover the voices of prostitutes by analysing 
songs, sayings, letters, and plays of the period.12 

Although historians have emphasised the indigenous discourse on prostitutes 
in colonial Calcutta, it is crucial to note that representations of prostitution 
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were more dynamic 
than previous historiographical constructions. Their representation reveals 
narrower outlooks that mostly present a monolithic attitude towards 
women in prostitution. However, the records documented by the Bengali 
bhadraloks and social reformers, contemporary poetasters and writers of 
farces, illustrate the divergent perspectives that various social strata had on 
prostitutes. Analyses of these records reveal the need to modify the narrative 
of prostitution discourse in order to transcend the oversimplified propensity 
to lump all divergent perspectives into a single identity. The complex and 
often contradictory social discourse around prostitution, which was greatly 
influenced by class as well as the regional identities of social groups, cannot 
therefore ever be fully understood through the lens of one social viewpoint. 
With this in mind, this study aims to search for a more fluid, complex 
and changing social reality that defines the popular images of prostitutes in 
contemporary urban society. 

Prostitutes as ‘Entertainers’
Prostitutes played an essential role in shaping urban entertainment in the 
early years of the colonial period. From the early nineteenth century, Calcutta 
was an important destination for the emergence of traditional performing 
communities to nurture their artistic skills (singing and dancing women 

11	  The question ‘who were the bhadralok?’ is rhetorical. It has been denoted variously as a class 
in the Marxist sense, a status group in the Weberian sense, and even as a ‘mere category’. Wealth, 
English education, and high status in terms of administrative service were the factors that led to the 
rise of this new aristocracy. In nineteenth-century Calcutta, Brahmin, Baidya, and Kayastha, the three 
traditional upper-castes who had administrative skills and economic advantages, formed the majority 
of the Bhadralok community. See Tithi Bhattacharya, The Sentinels of Culture: Class, Education, and 
the Colonial Intellectual in Bengal (1848–85) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 25–40; Himani 
Bannerji, ‘The Mirror of Class: Class Subjectivity and Politics in Nineteenth Century Bengal,’ Economic 
and Political Weekly 24, no. 19 (1989): 1041–51. See R. Chatterjee, ‘The Queens’ Daughters: Prostitutes 
as an Outcast Group in Colonial India’ (Report), Bergen: Chr. Michelsen Institute (1992): 19–27.
12	  Banerjee, Under the Raj.
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of courtesan/baijee background). Their patrons came from the wealthy 
stratum of urban society who built their fortunes through the new colonial 
connections and were ready to spend lavishly on hiring or employing these 
women.13 

The situation increasingly encouraged the flourishing of these cultural 
performances as more ousted rulers of Indian states, along with their courts, 
were forced to take up refuge in Calcutta by the mid-nineteenth century. 
According to Ratnabali Chatterjee:

Here (in Calcutta), the dancers of Wajid Ali Shah (the last native 
prince of the Awadh dynasty) and the poets of the Delhi durbar (the 
court of an Indian ruler) merged with the members of Tipu Sultan’s 
(the native ruler of Mysore) deposed family to create the cultural 
ambiance for those who came in a nostalgic search of the  grand 
old days.14 

In Calcutta, babus were famous for their association with prostitutes,15 
mostly baijees.16 Bai naach (a dance performed by baijees) was an essential 
avenue of pleasure for them. One of the earliest works of literature about 
urbanity in Calcutta, Naba-babu-bilash (Merry-Making of the New 
Babus, 1825), by Bhabanicharan Bandyopadhyay (1787–1848), satirically 
mentioned that khushi (pleasure) and khanki (whores) were integral parts 
of the leisurely activities of the babus.17 Shibnatrh Shastri, a contemporary 
social reformer, in his famous book Ramtanu Lahiri o Tatkaleen Bangasamaj 
(Ramtanu Lahiri and Contemporary Bengali Society, 1903), mentions in 
detail the daily routine of the urban babus: 

13	  During the colonial era, significant economic and administrative reforms led to the emergence of 
a new, affluent urban class in Calcutta. This group consisted of a number of upstart fortune seekers, ranging 
from the banians and dewans (who acted as direct agents of the colonial commercial and administrative 
systems, respectively) to their subordinates (known as mosahebs). Besides a sizeable number of ‘absentee 
zamindars’, the new rentiers produced by the Permanent Settlement were also included in it. In the early 
nineteenth century, Calcutta represented them all as urban aristocrats. Banerjee, Under the Raj, 73–74.
14	  R. Chatterjee, ‘Prostitution in Nineteenth Century Bengal: Construction of Class and Gender’, 
Social Scientist 21, no. 9/11 (1993): 7.
15	  The babus were neo-urban, high-class, flamboyant Bengali gentlemen—a class that came into being 
through close interaction with the British in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. They 
were the affluent class that challenged the conservative style of living in colonial Calcutta. See Banerjee, 
Under the Raj, 73–105.
16	  Baijis/Baijees were women performers who had expertise in singing and dancing. Although the 
seedbed of Baijis was the court of Muslim rulers, particularly the later Mughals and Nawabs, it reached 
its zenith in the early nineteenth century in Calcutta. See Debadrita Mukherjee, ‘Ganika o Nartaki Baijis 
of 19th Century Calcutta’, The Journal of Social Environment 5, no. I (2015): 6–7.
17	  Bhabanicharan Bandyopadhyay, ‘Naba-babu-bilas’, in Babanicharan Bandyopadhyay Rachanasangraha, 
ed. Ramenkumar Sar (Kolkata: Bangiyo Sahitya Parishad, 2013): 177–185.
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This babu sleeps in the day, flies, watches bubbles, plays sitar, esaraj, 
veena,18 etc., listens to poets, attends recitals of panchali [an oral 
form of songs and stories in Bengali culture], etc., but at night they 
enjoy the singing and dancing of girls in their place.19 

The elites of Calcutta acquired status by becoming patrons of female 
entertainers and prostitutes, visiting brothels and consorting with public 
women. Building kotha (the large adornments of women performers) or 
pucca (houses built of bricks) for mistresses enhanced their social reputation. 
In fact, there was a keen competition to spend lavishly on baijees and 
prostitutes to prove one’s superiority over the other.20 Shibnath Shastri also 
noted that when a group of singers and dancers from the north and west 
came to town, it was a matter of great pride to have the rich in attendance 
at their performances.21 

Notably, the majority of the baijees in this city in the early nineteenth 
century were non-Hindus. They were a heterogeneous group that included 
Anglo-Indians, Jews, and Armenians, although the majority were Muslims.22 
Despite the religious divide, the urban aristocracy’s (mostly Hindu) 
association with foreign or Mussalman baijees was hardly ever frowned upon 
in contemporary Hindu society. As members of the wealthiest class, they 
were not ashamed to openly consort with public women. Sumanta Banerjee 
aptly said that ‘these tycoons could afford to ignore or bypass traditional 
Hindu taboos in the choice of their mistresses’.23 Accordingly, women 
entertainers and prostitutes were accepted in the elite urban culture as 
symbols of social prestige as well as personal pleasure. This practice turned 
prostitution into a custom, which was satirically represented and criticised 
but hardly ever interfered with by indigenous society. 

18	  The Sitar, Esaraj and Veena are all Indian musical instruments. 
19	  Shibnath Shastri, Ramtanu Lahiri O Tatkalin Bangasamaj, 2nd edition (Calcutta: S.K. Lahiri & Co., 
1909), 36–37.
20	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta, 54–55.
21	  Shastri, Ramtanu Lahiri O Tatkalin Bangasamaj, 36–37. 
22	  P. Thankappan Nair, Calcutta in the Nineteenth Century (Calcutta: Firma K. L. M. Pvt. Ltd., 1989), 
194–95. 
23	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 11.
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Prostitutes as ‘Social Vice’ or ‘Evil’
The advent of English education and western culture in the middle of the 
nineteenth century gave birth to a new class of Indian society (referred 
to as the ‘middle class’) that had a different attitude and way of living.24 
Unlike the erstwhile nobility, this social group started to set new moral 
codes for colonial society. In Calcutta, the middle class, renowned as 
bhadraloks, fostered a new notion of ‘respectability’, which, as Sumanta 
Banerjee observes, encouraged a wider social opposition to ‘whoring and 
drinking’ as it was juxtaposed to the ‘happy married life’.25 Viewed from 
this perspective, the bhadralok community was concerned about the open 
presence of prostitution in urban lifestyles and thus sought to limit its 
visibility in society. This concern was reflected in various contemporary 
newspapers and journals, where prostitutes were described as the great social 
evil. The vernacular periodical, Alochona, reflected: 

Two vices are simultaneously growing in prowess: one is alcohol, and 
the other is beshya [prostitutes]. The epicentre of both of these vices 
is the metropolis [Calcutta]. Both of these vices, with their demonic 
power, have ruined many families. 

Although we are unable to estimate how much of Calcutta’s territory 
this [prostitute] population occupies, they are not a minority. 
Everywhere on the city’s big roads, small streets, and side lanes, 
you would find prostitutes … During the night, the people passing 
over these areas are harassed by this corrupt group, like the vicious 
‘Shardul-Dal’ [enemy brigade]. It seems like these sinners are ruling 
the town nowadays.26 

This vilification of public women, as well as the prostitution trade, drove 
the bhadralok to push prostitutes to the fringes of society. The first step 
they had taken towards this goal was to remove the so-called women of ill-
repute from respectable areas. From the mid-nineteenth century on, various 
petitions were sent to the government opposing the presence of prostitutes 

24	  According to Sanjoy Joshi, the term ‘middle class’ encompasses more than just basic economic 
indicators like income and occupation. It also refers to people who ‘share certain similarities in their 
social and economic background, such as education, occupation,’ as well as people who are ‘products of 
new cultural politics in a transformed historical context’. Sanjoy Joshi, Fractured Modernity: Making of a 
Middle Class in Colonial North India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), 7–8. 
25	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 126–129. 
26	  ‘Bhadro’, Alochana, 1806 Saka (circa August-September 1884), in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish 
Shataker Bangalisamaj, ed. Swapan Basu, vol. II (Kolkata: Paschimbanga Bangla Academy, 2000), 623–
626.
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in the streets of Calcutta. In 1856, Kaliprsanna Sinha (1841–1870), an 
active social and intellectual reformer operating under the banner of the 
Vidyotsahini Sabha,27 petitioned the colonial administration to issue an order 
removing prostitutes from respectable areas of the city and the suburbs. 
He expressed his concern for the apparent increase of cases where the young 
men of respectable Bengali families fell prey to the clutches of prostitutes, 
who already had a thriving business in brothels in the heart of the city.28 

The removal of prostitutes from the vicinity of schools was a common 
demand  in these petitions. Here, prostitutes were blamed for being the 
seducers of the school-going ‘innocent children’. An appeal was published 
in the vernacular newspaper Grambasi, in which some managers of the 
educational institutions asked the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal to 
take measures to prevent prostitutes from ‘alluring weak-minded men’, 
especially around the schools and colleges.29 A similar appeal was published 
in the Education Gazette, which asked for the transfer of prostitute 
quarters from the vicinity of schools and colleges in Calcutta as soon 
as possible. It specifically mentions that College Street, which was the 
hub of these educational institutions, was unfortunately infested with 
prostitution businesses.30

The Bengali bhadraloks’ next move was to restrict prostitutes’ rights in 
a number of ways. Rashamoy Dutta (1779-1854), a notable Bengali 
educationist, successfully argued that prostitutes who were named as kept 
mistresses of babus were not allowed to bring any legal claims against 
their customers before the court. One of the most important Bengali 
daily newspapers of the time, Sambad Bhaskar, approved of this verdict, 
writing that:

Earlier, the prostitutes of Calcutta could … file cases against some 
Rajas [native princes] or Amirs [princes/royals], accusing them of 
not paying [their] monthly dues despite keeping them as mistresses. 
These allegations were enough to harass the babus, who had to 
appear before the court as the magistrates summoned them, while 
the ‘immoral women’ got a chance to squeeze some money. Realising 
the fallacy of the system, Shri Rashomoy Dutto appealed to the 

27	  Kaliprasanna Singha founded Vidyotsahini Sabha, a forum for those who are interested in education, 
in 1855. 
28	  Sambad Prabhakar, 19 November 1856, in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish Shataker Bangalisamaj, 
600–601.
29	  Grambasi, 31 July 1886, in Report on Native Papers (Kolkata: West Bengal State Archives, 1886). 
30	  Education Gazette, 18 September 1885, in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish Shataker Bangalisamaj, 626.
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Governor’s Council against this injustice. The Council accepted 
the demand and declared that prostitutes were not required to pay 
wages. Thus, a group of innocent people of good moral character 
were rescued from deceitful prostitutes who, from now on, have lost 
the right to falsely accuse their patrons in court.31

The jubilant tone of this report reflects the bhadraloks’ disdain for prostitutes, 
who were condemned as immoral and treacherous, and sympathy for 
customers whose money was ‘squeezed out’ during their patronage. 

Between the 1850s and 1870s, Bengali bhadralok society became vocal 
against two incidents regarding the public mixing of prostitutes in 
contemporary Calcutta. The first resistance occurred in 1853, when Heera 
Bulbul, a prostitute in Calcutta, enrolled her son in the prestigious Hindu 
College of Calcutta. The upper-class Hindu bhadralok felt that the sanctity 
of this college was at risk because of the presence of a prostitute’s son among 
other students and subsequently threatened to withdraw their contributions 
from the college fund to put pressure on the college administration. They 
also used the print media to voice their protest towards the incident. 
The  contemporary newspaper Sambad Prabhakar wrote in the editorial 
column that:

It is shameful that a son of a Nepalese prostitute has been admitted 
to the Hindu College … In this situation, it is apparent that any 
self-respecting aristocrat Hindu will not dare to send their wards 
to the Hindu College. We have heard that many rich men have 
already removed their sons from the college and have admitted to 
somewhere else.32

The college authorities ultimately yielded to this resistance from the 
powerful Hindu bhadralok lobby and issued a written statement in which 
they admitted their ignorance about the background of the student at the 
time of admission and cancelled his studentship.33

The second incident happened in 1876, when Goshthobihari Dutta, 
a scion from a respectable Bengali bhadralok family, dared to marry Golap, 
a prostitute-actress. The status of prostitutes as mistresses was tolerated in 
contemporary respectable society, but her marriage to a ‘bhadra santan’ 
(respectable son), confirming her status as his wife, drew harsh criticism. 

31	  Sambad Bhaskar, 31 January 1854, in Sambad-Samayikpatre Unish Shataker Bangalisamaj, 599.
32	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta, 53. 
33	  Joardar, Prostitution in Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Calcutta, 53.
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One contemporary writer, Manomohan Basu, composed a slanderous song 
that lampooned Golap, reminding her about her past as a public woman 
in which she had relationships with several men. It also reminded her of 
the sanctity of marriage as an institution, where she was unable to take 
advantage of a chaste spouse like she could in a play. The song thus described 
Golap as a ‘chaste woman in disguise, looking for a sport’.34 

Along with such social resistance, the Bengali bhadralok community also 
played an active role in enunciating the so-called sin of prostitution in 
the urban sphere by publishing their opinions through printed media. 
During this time, there was a surge in Bengali chapbooks and farces that 
reflected various societal views on prostitution. The most famous image 
that was depicted in this literary genre was the prostitute as the ‘vamp’, 
who seduced the perfect gentleman to ruin his family and friends. Most 
of the narratives follow a straightforward plot in which a young man 
from a wealthy, respectable family falls victim to the wily prostitutes after 
arriving in Calcutta. A narrative written in the popular folk form of panchali 
titled Beshayai Sorbonasher Mul (The Whores are the Cause of All Disasters), 
published in 1873, describes how a genteel young man left his family, as 
well as his wife and parents, because of his attraction to prostitutes. He was 
subsequently abandoned and voiced a warning in the conclusion to other 
young men about the perils of prostitution.35

In another comic farce titled Beshyanurkti Bishombiptti (Enticement towards 
Prostitutes is a Grave Menace, 1863), the author narrated a story in which 
a prostitute was made responsible for the protagonist Priyo Babu’s immoral 
social life and alcoholism. Privo Babu’s friend Kedar then rescues him, 
and he reforms his ways. These narratives reflected the dominant social 
perspective of the time, which accused prostitutes of so-called immoral 
activities. Prostitutes were generally portrayed negatively in these stories, 
where they were described as greedy, tricky, and mysterious women who 
attracted wealthy babus through their acts of love. On the other hand, babus 
were generally portrayed as wealthy men with a huge amount of ancestral 
property but with little worldly vision who easily fell into the traps of the 
prostitutes and neglected their legitimate wives because of their attraction to 
these public women. Often, a character like Kedar emerges as a saviour to 
these babus, who epitomise the role of the responsible middle-class bhadralok, 

34	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 132.
35	  Chandicharan Ghosh, ‘Beshayai Sarbanasher Mul’, in Beshyaparar Panchti Durlov Sangraha, ed. 
Mou Bhattacharya (Kolkata: Ananda Publishers, 2011), 109–122. 
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especially underlining their reservations about the prostitutes who drag 
babus down in the peril of dangerous, decadent practices. Interestingly, in 
the end, the babu is generally reintegrated into society without any social 
stigma for their alleged misconduct or licentious activities, whereas no 
attempt is made to rescue the prostitutes from their plight.36

Nevertheless, there were some narratives written in Bengali that were not so 
critical of prostitutes, like Briddha Tapaswini Beshya (Aged Prostitute Turned 
into Sanyaswini, 1863). The author, Ram Krishna Sen, provides a detailed 
description of the harsh consequences of Kulinism which drove many young 
women into the scourge of prostitution.37 The protagonist of this narrative 
is Soudamini, who became a prostitute with the help of a servant because 
she was a victim of kulinism. But as a prostitute, too, she had a harsh life 
from which she wanted to distance herself. As an elderly woman, she 
ultimately led a life of asceticism. Being a victim of the system, she describes 
prostitution as a ‘dangerous world’ that women should avoid, even if life is 
harsh in the so-called respectable domestic space.38

Similarly, Panchali Kamal-koli (1872), a text that has received little scholarly 
attention, addressed the issue of prostitution from a more social perspective. 
It rightly points out that despite the massive clamour against the perils of 
prostitution amongst the bhadralok community, nobody actually attempted 
to evaluate the social status of the prostitutes. It also criticises the dominant 
trend of accusing prostitutes of this civic problem without exploring the 
root cause behind the system.39

Thus, it could be said that the Bengali bhadrolok community approached 
the  issue of prostitutes and prostitution in a rather complex manner. 
On the one hand, it reflected the upper-caste, Hindu patriarchal perspective 
that was critical of lower-class women who posed a threat to the colonised 
society and their sexual relationships within and outside their home. 
On the other hand, they often tried to uphold their duty as social leaders 
to eradicate the ‘threat’ of prostitution, either by sweeping them away to 

36	  Anon., ‘Beshyanurkti Bishombiptti’, in Beshyaparar Panchti Durlov Sangraha, 31–69.
37	  Kulinism denotes that the marriage of a kulin girl should only be to a man of the same class or one 
of a higher class. In order to defend kulin status in Bengali society, girls were often given to older men 
in marriage. Since many kulin Brahmins had many wives, these women were often impoverished and 
helpless after the deaths of their husbands. 
38	  Ramkrishna Sen, ‘Br̥iddha Tapasbini Beshya’, in Battalar Boi: Unish Shataker Dushprapya Kunriti 
Boi, ed. Adrish Biswas (Kolkata: Gangchil Publishers, 2011), 192–205.
39	  Aghorchandra Ghosh, ‘Panchali Kamal-koli’, in Beshyaparar Panchti Durlov Sangraha, 75–103.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

108

the margins or by trying to appear as their saviours to end the practice 
of prostitution. All these measures were often mooted by the bhadrolok to 
protect their own families. 

The Ambiguous Attitude towards 
Prostitute-Actresses
Despite the middle class’ reluctance to interact socially with prostitutes, the 
rising culture, which was inspired by Western entertainment and education, 
made single public women more visible in social life. During the nineteenth 
century, the introduction of Western-style public theatre in India was 
enthusiastically welcomed by the educated Bengali intelligentsia. Initially, 
to make modern theatre a ‘respectable space’, the emergent elite theatre 
encouraged men to perform in female roles (as female impersonators) on 
the public stage.40 However, from the late 1860s, female performers were 
desired on the public stage to make the performances more realistic and 
alluring to the spectators. During that period, women from respectable 
families were not allowed in the public sphere. In such a context, women 
from red-light districts were brought into public theatres, which triggered 
a huge controversy.

Scholars propose a variety of reasons why regularly employed young 
women from the prostitute’s quarters were introduced in public theatre. 
Rimli Bhattacharya argues that it was a demand of the market rather than 
a  middle‑class reformatory project to rehabilitate these ‘sinful women’.41 
With the rise of proscenium theatre, a new standard of representation 
became necessary. Also, the boys dressing up as girls/women caused 
uneasiness among the middle-class theatre enthusiasts. In most cases, these 
boys were of lower-class origin, which, in terms of gender and class, often 
appeared to be a threat to the construction of middle-class masculinity.42 
According to the colonial perspective, Bengalis were increasingly cast as 
‘effeminate babus’, not only in contrast to the ruling race or the ‘manly 
Englishman’, but also in comparison to the other so-called ‘martial races’ 

40	  Lata Singh, ‘Making of “Modern” Theatre and Actresses’ Question: Negotiation and Contestation’, 
Indian Historical Review, 35, no. 2 (2008): 4–6. 
41	  Rimli Bhattacharya, ‘The Nautee in “the second city of the Empire”’, Indian Economic & Social 
History Review, 40, no. 2 (2003): 221–223.
42	  Lata Singh, ‘Making of “Modern” Theatre’, 4–8.
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of India.43 Perhaps these constructs and stereotypes haunted the Bengali 
intelligentsia. To prove their masculinity, they preferred to introduce real 
women on stage instead of female impersonators. 

The need for authenticity or realism likely played the most significant role 
in deciding to favour female actors on stage. Michael Madhusudan Dutt 
(1824–1873), the main proponent of modern theatre in Bengal, persuaded 
the theatre patrons to introduce actresses in Bengali theatre by claiming 
that ‘men with moustaches doing female roles’ were ‘very unnatural’.44 
On  16  August 1873, the Bengal Theatre in Calcutta made history by 
introducing Jagattarini, Elokeshi, Golap, and Shyama, four prostitute-
turned-actresses from red-light areas, to participate in Michael Madhusudan 
Dutta’s play Sharmistha.45 This incident ignited a public debate in which 
most of the leading lights of the Bengali intelligentsia either disassociated 
themselves from the public stage or held an ambivalent attitude towards it. 

Most of this intelligentsia, however, reacted to the issue of introducing 
actresses with dubious backgrounds through letters, editorials, and speeches 
at public meetings, where they often lamented the deplorable condition of 
the Bhadra Samaj. Most of them feared that the presence of these so-called 
loose moral characters on stage in the guise of ideal women would jeopardise 
the patriarchal ideals of domesticity. The contemporary newspaper Bharat-
Sanskarak criticised the venture:

So far we have seen whores performing in jatra [folk-theatre], 
dances, kirtan [a call-response chanting or musical conversation], 
jhumur [a folk dance], etc., but this is for the first time that we find 
them sharing the stage along with people of decent origin … [We] 
hope that the gentlemen could preserve their dignity.46 

Despite these reservations, other groups supported the introduction of 
actresses from dubious backgrounds on the public stage. One journal, 
Tottomonjari, represented a contemporary dilemma by pointing out that 
one section of the public was vehemently protesting female impersonation, 
which they considered disrespectful to the masculinity of Hindu men, while 
the other claimed the use of prostitutes in female roles was disrespectful to 

43	  See Mrinalini Sinha, Colonial Masculinity: The ‘Manly Englishman’ and the ‘Effeminate Bengali’ in 
the Late Nineteenth Century (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995).
44	  Sunetra Mitra, ‘The Tales of Woes “Prostitute-Entertainers” in Bengali Theatre: The Agonies of 
Living with a Past’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 64, (2003): 883.
45	  Mitra, ‘The Tales of Woes “Prostitute-Entertainers”’, 883.
46	  Mitra, ‘The Tales of Woes “Prostitute-Entertainers”’, 883.
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the stage. By raising these binary positions, this journal raised a pertinent 
question: if the so-called public women had been replaced by chaste 
women from respectable backgrounds, would it be commercially viable, 
as they could charge more than these women of lower origin? The article 
also raised its voice against the allegation that public women in the theatre 
were spoiling the characters of young people. It categorically attacked this 
allegation by arguing that the theatre was not for school-going children. 
Instead of condemning the theatre companies, it questioned why these 
children were allowed to go to the theatre and criticised their parents for 
not disciplining them.47

Thus, the issue of public women on stage created a schism among the Bengali 
intelligentsia. They accepted them for the sake of realistic presentation 
but kept them marginalised in other social interactions since they feared 
that their idealised portrayal would breach the dominant perception of 
women’s roles in the domestic sphere. This dichotomy in treatment also 
caused suffering for the prostitute-actresses, who otherwise earned little 
respectability through their performances. In her memoir, Binodini Dasi, 
one of the earliest professional actresses in Calcutta’s public theatre, reveals 
that despite their success on stage, actresses were often restricted from 
attending social functions and had very little scope to lead their own lives.48 

Prostitutes in the Nationalist Paradigm
The perception of prostitution continued to change with India’s increasing 
awareness of its anti-colonial national identity in the twentieth century. Since 
the late nineteenth century, indigenous prostitutes were often portrayed 
as ‘fallen women’, a concept perhaps derived from Victorian England’s 
cultural myth but given more complex dimensions through nationalist 
rhetoric. In England, the term ‘fallen woman’ was used to describe a woman 
who had ‘lost her innocence’, and the word ‘fallen’ had a strong Christian 
connotation of being denied the grace of God. With the passage of time, 
however, this Christian connotation was superseded by another perception, 
where these women were viewed as victims of society rather than having 

47	  Tottomonjari, Agrahan, 1807 Saka (circa November-January1885), in Sambad-samayikpatre Unish 
Shataker Bangalisamaj, 629–630.
48	  Binodini Dasi, My Story and My Life as an Actress, trans. and ed. R Bhattacharya (Delhi: Kali for 
Women, 1998), 10–38. 
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fallen because of their own sins.49 In this sense, the fallen woman is no 
longer regarded as an outcast in society but rather as a martyr or a victim of 
an oppressive social order.50 In India, the middle-class and upper-middle-
class intelligentsia imbibed this dogma and offered a new perspective on 
prostitution, which viewed the practice as a social institution of the current 
regime that oppressed a group of indigenous women. 

Despite the nationalist patriarchal view, the word ‘fallen’ displayed a better 
understanding of prostitutes. It evoked a new zeal for reform and gave rise 
to a glimmer of hope that a prostitute might someday restore her social 
standing.51 Within this discourse, economic and social factors like poverty 
and male oppression were pointed out as the causes behind the ‘degradation’ 
of prostitution.52 Instead of blaming these prostitutes and treating them 
as outcasts, the discourse tended to pity them. Thus, a new concept of 
rehabilitation gained significance in the nationalist paradigm that gave 
reformers/nationalists the responsibility of ‘rescuing’ these women who 
had slipped down from the place of domesticity as well as respectability. 
Notably, the nationalists tried to rehabilitate prostitutes through marriage 
so that they would become acceptable to respectable society. But this model 
of domesticity was not accepted or seemed unconvincing to the prostitutes. 
In an attempt to analyse the cause, Sumanta Banerjee argues that prostitutes 
‘who had grown up in an environment where they had been used to 
exercising [their] power,’ became suspicious of ‘rehabilitation’ offered by 
bhadralok reformers in the form of marriage, which ‘implied constraints on 
the movements and rights they had enjoyed in their professional careers’.53 
He also added that the bhadralok reformer ignored the individual prostitute’s 
capacity to exercise rational control over her life—a capacity that she enjoyed 
in her environment.54 So it could be said that, like colonial masters, the 
indigenous nationalist elites also denied prostitutes individuality and space.

Despite the strong reservations from influential nationalist figures like 
Gandhi, there were also references by some Bengali middle-class nationalists 
in Calcutta who actively supported prostitutes’ causes. In lieu of sympathy, 

49	  Nina Auerbach ‘The Rise of the Fallen Woman’, Nineteenth-Century Fiction 35, no. 1 (1980): 31. 
50	  Auerbach ‘The Rise of the Fallen Woman’, 32.
51	  See Janaki Nair, Women and Law in Colonial India: A Social history (New Delhi: Zubaan Publication, 
1996), 148–149.
52	  Farida Begum, ‘The Creation of Difference: Empire, Race, and the Discourse on Prostitution in 
Colonial Bengal, 1880–1940’ (PhD diss., Barnard College, 2012), 36–38. 
53	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 138. 
54	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 136–137.
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many of them tried to ‘rescue’ prostitutes to reinstate them into society. 
This process had started earlier through the Brahmo reformers.55 For 
example, Shibnath Shastri, Nilmoni Chakravarty and other Brahmo leaders 
took initiatives to ‘rehabilitate’ prostitutes in society.56 Following in these 
footsteps, in the early decades of the twentieth century, Chittaranjan Das 
(1870–1925), the eminent Bengali nationalist leader, not only showed 
sympathy but also tried to incorporate prostitutes into the broader 
independence movement. Manada Debi, a self-defined ‘educated prostitute’ 
in Calcutta, wrote in her autobiography that ‘Deshabandhu’ Chittaranjan 
Das not only accepted contributions from the public women but also 
invited their cooperation. She writes:

Seeing his initiatives of including these women (prostitutes) into the 
folds of the Non-Cooperation movement,57 some leaders taunted 
him, to which he replied, showing full confidence in them by saying 
that ‘Those whom we have kept at arms’ length out of hatred are 
the ones stepping up today; this is a good omen, I have discovered a 
miraculous force at the bottom of the garbage heap.58

An Alternative Worldview
Recent research has tried to explore the prostitutes’ responses to the treatments 
they received depending on their songs, letters and autobiographies that 
critique contemporary society and conventional patriarchy. During the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with the burgeoning culture 
of the printing press, prostitutes also used print media to express their 
grievances. Perhaps because of the high level of literacy among a section of 
the prostitutes, they took up writing quite early, including the production 
of memoirs. 

55	  Bengali Brahmos are adherents of the Brahmoism philosophy, which Raja Rammohan Roy created 
and promulgated through the Brahmo Samaj. By leading every religious, social, and educational 
advancement of the Bengali community, Brahmos played a crucial role in the nineteenth century’s Bengal 
Renaissance. 
56	  Banerjee, Under the Raj, 136–141. 
57	  In 1920, Mahatma Gandhi launched the Non-cooperation movement to persuade Indians to 
discontinue collaborating with the British government and advocate self-rule.
58	  Manada Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, trans. Arunava Sinha (New-Delhi: Simon 
Schuster, 2021), 77–78. 
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The personal reminiscences of contemporary prostitute-actresses provide 
an  important source for understanding their social perceptions. Three 
prominent examples are the biographies of Manada Debi, Binodini Dasi, 
and Tinkori Dasi. Binodini Dasi (1863–1941) was a powerful writer who 
described her life in vivid detail in her autobiographies, Amar Katha (My 
Story, 1912) and Amar Abhinetri Jiban (My Life as an Actress, 1924–1955). 
She explained that prostitution is neither an individual phenomenon nor 
inherent to women’s nature but is caused by society and by the double 
standards of male sexual morality and deceit that oppresses women. 
She writes: 

[T]hey become prostitutes forced by circumstances, such as lack of 
shelter, lack of space: but they, too, first come into this world with 
the heart of a woman. … A prostitute’s life is certainly tainted and 
despicable, but where does the pollution come from? … there are 
many who are taken in by the artfulness of men and trusting in them 
are doomed to carry an everlasting stigma and bear pain of unending 
hell. … that one mistake that poisons the rest of their life forever. 
Nothing is lost for a man even if a hundred mistakes are made, but 
a woman is doomed if her step but falter one bit.59 

As a marginalised woman in the public eye, Binodini spoke out against 
the prevailing patriarchy. Her self-assured autobiography may be seen 
as a  feminist response to how femininity was constructed by patriarchy, 
which labelled her as a ‘fallen woman’. Her writing style not only challenged 
the convention of writing history, but her Atmakatha can be viewed as an 
attempt to refashion history from a woman’s point of view.60

Similarly, Manada Devi, in her autobiography Shikshita Patitar Atmajibani 
(An Educated Woman in Prostitution), expressed societal duality in her 
dialogue with Mahantaji, her spiritual guru. She wrote: 

I am a grave sinner, babaji, society has no place for me, my father has 
forsaken me. But you know of the men who have sold their honour 
and prestige … at the feet of women like me, look, society has given 
them the choicest of positions … And we have been burning in 
the fire of hell because of one mistake made in the ignorance of 
adolescence. This is how your society metes out justice.’61

59	  Dasi, My Story and My Life, 105–106.
60	  Sourav Dandapat, ‘Understanding History: A Reading of Binodini Dasi’s Autobiography’, Vidyasagar 
University: Journal of English 12 (2014–2015): 147.
61	  Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, 47.
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In her autobiography, Manada also made note of the social dichotomy she 
encountered when speaking with her landlady, Rani. Rani explained to 
her how many prostitutes’ poor families, including her own parents and 
siblings, relied on their earnings despite being aware of the ethical and 
moral injunctions against the profession. She claims that this dependence 
not only puts her in danger as an individual but also demonstrates how 
society as a whole has been subsumed by sin.62 

In contrast to the dominant association of prostitution with the collapse 
of the family institution, there are some references from the lives of the 
prostitutes that revealed their long-lasting monogamous relationships, 
which could challenge the notion that domesticity is portrayed only in 
the traditional family setting. The biography of Tinkori Dasi narrates her 
monogamous relationship with her babu, which she deemed as sacred 
as marriage. Upendranath Bidyabhushan, the editor of Tinkori Dasi’s 
biography, told a story about her that was both interesting and important: 

[O]ne night in a stage show at Minarva Theatre, Tinkori refused to 
come into stage clad in a ‘than’ [a white saree, one of the signifiers of 
widowhood] because her babu was present there in the theatre as an 
audience … finally, the problem had been solved when her babu left 
the theatre by knowing the reason … thereafter Tinkori came out on 
the stage and played the role of ‘karmeti’.’63

Such an incident demonstrated that the babu with whom they (the actresses) 
were engaged as lovers through the norms of gandhorba bibah treated this 
engagement as sacred as wedlock.64 Therefore, despite societal disapproval 
of their lifestyles, which instilled fear of social exclusion, prostitutes often 
established their own independent sphere of influence, which was perhaps 
more open than traditional familial bonds. 

Prostitutes maintained their space and place in society and contributed 
to socio-cultural activities through various means, including by enjoying 
exclusive roles in acting, music, and storytelling. For example, the 
gramophone industry started its musical journey with prostitutes in 
the  early twentieth century. The famous Gouharjan (1875–1930), India’s 
first mega-playback singer, came from Calcutta’s kotha and gained immense 

62	  Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, 59–60.
63	  Upendranath Bidyabhushan, ed. Tinkori (Calcutta: Shishir Publishing, 1326; circa-1919), 69–72.
64	  Upendranath Bidyabhushan, ed. Tinkori.
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popularity.65 Their roles were important in the popularisation of theatre and 
cinema. Jaddan Bai (1892–1949), one of the famous actresses of the early 
film industry, also came from a tawaif background. She made her on-screen 
debut as a heroine in 1932 and continued to perform in successive hit films 
as an actress, which soon made her a model of success.66 They also associated 
themselves with the social and political activism of the day. Some references 
likewise indicate how prostitutes became part of the various nationalist 
programmes. Manada Debi wrote that they participated in the Non-
Cooperation movement in Calcutta. She writes, ‘the prostituted women of 
Harkata Lane, Rambagan, Sonagachhi, Phulbagan, Champatala, Ahiritola, 
Jorasanko, Simla, Keranibagan, and all the other localities formed their own 
squads and went out on the streets to collect contributions’.67 Thus, it could 
be concluded that despite their marginalisation in society, prostitutes, with 
their limited means, did engage in active politics and social movements 
during the nationalist period. 

Conclusion
This article has surveyed the myriad socio-cultural discourses on prostitution 
that shaped the popular images of prostitutes in the colonial city of 
Calcutta. By reading a variety of contemporary literature, it has revealed 
multiple societal mentalities that changed from one period to another and 
from one social stratum to another. The findings indicate that each social 
group had a distinctly shaped morality, which affected not just the manner 
in which it was represented culturally but also how it reacted emotionally 
to its surroundings. For instance, as part of their entertainment, the 
upper-strata of society patronised prostitutes, mostly singing and dancing 
women. In this regard, prostitutes were portrayed as performers and came 
to symbolise the epitome of their affluent culture. Contrary to the upper-
class perspective and prerogatives, the middle class living in the same city 
tended to distain urban prostitution. For them, prostitutes’ public visibility 
was an annoyance and antithetical to their perceptions of domesticity and 
respectability. This viewpoint saw prostitutes as a symptom of social vice 

65	  Gerry Farrell, ‘The Early Days of the Gramophone Industry in India: Historical, Social and Musical 
Perspectives’, British Journal of Ethnomusicology 2, no. 1 (1993): 31–53. 
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67	  Devi, An Educated Woman in Prostitution, 82.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

116

that needed to be eradicated from society or curtailed in specific areas of the 
city. Since the mid-nineteenth century, the discourse on prostitution has 
often been subjected to the dominant British colonial narrative, one which 
legally defines indigenous prostitution as a crime, and socially perceives it as 
a menace. All these formed the grand narrative that marginalised prostitutes 
in society.

Despite their marginalisation, the emergence of new cultural industries 
such as theatre and film gave these prostitutes or public women a little more 
social mobility. Notably, the societal perceptions of prostitute-actresses did 
not undergo any drastic change but rather gained a new dimension with 
time. They were revered on the public stage but viewed as a necessary evil 
in daily life. It is also crucial to note that, despite the fact that nationalism 
evolved with a distinct discourse that sympathised with prostitute women 
(as victims of the larger colonial social order), it was unable to overcome the 
deeply ingrained patriarchal norms.

In contrast to the predominant societal narrative about prostitutes, this 
article also uncovers an alternative version from the perspective of prostitutes 
that not only attacked the prevailing patriarchal norms of society but also 
advocated for their own rights and sovereign space. In fact, the oppressive 
behaviour of society hardened prostitutes, who often retorted against 
social injustice. In that process of interaction and counter-interaction 
with various sections of society, prostitutes secured their own professional, 
independent space. 
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