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ABSTRACT

This study explores the lived experiences of female sex workers (FSWs) in Kolkata, focusing on
three intersecting questions: how stigma affects the daily lives and social relationships of the FSWs;
how structural and interpersonal violence affect the well-being of the FSWs and their sense of
agency; and how the current legal systems impact the fives of the FSWs in terms of their rights and
access to justice. The study is framed using the intersectional approach and employs Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to interpret the lived experiences from 52 in-depth interviews that
were conducted in Hindi and Bengali and were subsequently translated and transeribed in English.
The results show that sex work as a form of labour is highly stigmatized in the moral and social
hierarchy, and thus compelling the women to negotiate multifaceted identities of dignity,
motherhood, and survival. The research also reveals the layered dimensions of violence, which are
domestic, occupational, and institutional, and demonstrates how the mobilization of the masses
offers an important means of resistance and empowerment. By situating sex work in a wider context
of debates on fabour rights, legality, and social justice, the research contributes to envisage sex
workers not merely as passive victims of the circumstances but as active agents who promoting
dignity, protection, and recognition.
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