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Abstract

This research aims to explore the dark life of Heera Mandi Lahore, Pakistan. The area has a rich cultural
and social history and has been the subject of many literacy and artistic works. The district has been
associated with social stigmas and negative stereotypes. This research paper explores the socio-
economic, cultural and political aspects of Heera Mandi and shed light on the lives of the sex workers
who work and live in the area. The paper draws on ethnographic research conducted with the key
stakeholders, including sex workers, community leaders, and policymakers. The findings of the study
highlight the challenges faced by the sex workers in Heera Mandli, including discrimination, violence, and
lack of access to basic services. The study also identifies some of the initiatives and interventions that
have been implemented to improve the lives of the sex workers in the area, including vocational training
programs and healthcare services. However in Pakistan prostitution is illegal and is considered a taboo,
Whereas Heera Mandi presents a complex and nuanced social reality, and that a more comprehensive
understanding of the area is needed to effectively address the challenges faced by its residents.
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Introduction

Heera Mandi is a red-light district located in the heart of Lahore, Pakistan. It is situated near the Taxali
Gate. For centuries, it has been a center for arts, music, and dance and is known for its vibrant culture and
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history. This district was named after a diamond market that was once located there, and has been a
place where musicians, dancers, and prostitutes have thrived for generations. Heera Mandi is like a
paradise where one could freely indulge in the leisure of flesh by just spending few pennies on desired girl
(Hussain, 2021). The district is a maze of narrow streets and alleyways that are lined with brothels and
music shops. Despite its notoriety as a center for prostitution, Heera Mandi is also known for its cultural
heritage. It has been a hub for classical music and dance, with many famous musicians and dancers having
emerged from the district.

In the past courtesans were highly respected members of the society and played an important role in
cultural life. They were trained in the arts and entertained wealthy patrons at their homes and in the
courtyards of public buildings. Overtime however attitudes towards prostitution changed, and courtesans
became stigmatized and marginalized. Today prostitution is illegal in Pakistan, but it still thrives in Heera
Mandi. The district is home to around 1500 sex workers, many of whom are forced into the trade due to
poverty and lack of opportunities. The area is also known for its exploitation of children with many
underage girls being forced into prostitution.

Despite the difficult circumstances faced by the residents of Heera Mandi; the district remains an
important cultural center. Musicians and dancers still perform in the area and the district is home to many
music shops and studios. The Lahore music meet, an annual festival celebrating music and culture, is held
in Heera Mandi and attracts thousands of visitors. In this modernized world Women of Heera Mandi still
face many problems that are still deprived from basic life necessities and face issues like violence, health
risks, legal issues, and economic instability etc. In recent years there have been efforts to revitalize the
district and improve the lives of its residents. The government has established a vocational training center
for sex workers, providing them with the opportunity to learn new skills and leave the trade. The center
also offers healthcare services and legal assistance to the women.

Overtime, as Pakistan became an independent country, the courtesans tradition evolved into prostitution
and Heera Mandi became a hub for commercial sex work. Heera Mandi is an easy place where life is
unreal and makes one experience an unconditional love and fanciful sex but just for a price, for that
reason referring to the women of Heera Mandi it is also called “A Bazaar of diamonds” (Hussain, 2021).
Today, the area is home to a large number of brothels and street-based sex workers, many of whom come
from poor or marginalized communities and have a few other economic options. Even though prostitution
is illegal in Pakistan, the sex trade in Heera Mandi and other areas of the country continues to thrive.
Women and girls who work in the industry face a range of risks and challenges, including violence,
exploitation, and discrimination, as well as the risk of contracting sexually transmitted infections such as
HIV.

Efforts to address the issues facing sex workers in Heera Mandi and elsewhere in Pakistan have been
complicated by a range of social, cultural, and political factors. Many people in Pakistan view prostitution
as immoral and unacceptable, and there is little political will to address the needs of sex workers or to do
change the laws that criminalize their work. Nevertheless, there are organizations and activists working to
support sex workers and advocate for their rights, including access to health care, legal protections, and
economic opportunities outside of the sex trade. Heera Mandi has decline in recent years due to
government crackdowns on prostitution, the rise of the internet, and changing social attitudes. Many of
the brothels have closed down, and the number of the sex workers has decreased. However, some parts
of Heera Mandi still exist, and the mujra tradition continues to be performed. In conclusion, Heera Mandi
is a complex and fascinating place that reflects the contradictions and challenges of modern Pakistan.
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Literature Review

Heera Mandi, also known as shahi Mohalla, which is another name use for Heera Mandi. The term shahi
Mohalla means “Royal neighborhood” and is a reference to the districts historical ties to the Mughal
Empire, which ruled over much of south Asia from 16™ to the 19™ century. During this period HeeraMandi
was a center pf the city’s cultural and artistic life, with courtesans performing for the court and the public.
Today, Heera Mandi remains vibrant and colorful part of Lahore, with a mix of traditional and modern
elements. However, it also faces numerous challenges despite the challenges; the district continues to
attract visitors from around the world who are drawn to its rich history and cultural heritage.

According to the book “dancing girls of Lahore: selling love and saving dreams in Pakistan’s pleasure
district” the author provides an intimate look into the lives of the women who work as courtesans in
Heera Mandi, the red-light district of Lahore, Pakistan. The book is based on the author’s personal
experience of living in Lahore and spending time with the women of Heera Mandi. Brown explores the
complex social and economic dynamics that shape the lives of the courtesans, including the role pf
religion, family, and gender in Pakistani society. (Brown, 2006, p. 3) Through her vivid descriptions of the
women'’s lives and stories, brown challenges many of the stereotypes and misconceptions that surround
the world of prostitution. She portrays the women as complex individuals who have their own dreams,
ambitions, and struggles, rather than as passive victims of circumstances. (Brown, 2006, p. 3) Overall, “the
dancing girls of Lahore” offers a nuanced and empathetic portrayal of the lives of the women of Heera
Mandi and provides valuable insights into the broader social and cultural context pf prostitution in
Pakistan.

Furthermore, Madeeha Syed published in her Book describing the memories of visiting Heera Mandi as a
child with her mother, who would take her to see the areas music and dance performances. She notes
that Heera Mandi was once a hub of culture and entertainment, with musicians, dancers, and courtesans
performing for royalty and the elite. However, in recent years Heera Mandi has become associated
primarily with prostitution, and its cultural heritage has been largely forgotten. Syed argues that this
cultural loss is a tragedy, and that the area’s history and traditions are worth preserving. (Syed, 2020, p.
67) The book delves into the complex social and economic factors that have led many women to enter the
sex trade, and the ways in which they navigate their lives and relationships within a culture that often
stigmatize them. Syed also provides a vivid and detailed portrait of the district itself, including its
architecture, music, and the colorful characters that inhabit it.

Followed by the book of Amina Ahmad which provides in her book “Heera Mandi: The light and shadows”
the historical account of rise and fall of Heera Mandi and also provides insight into relationships between
the women and her client’s and the role of pimps and brothel owners. According to her Heera Mandi is a
place of contradictions, a hub of sexual commerce that was simultaneously a site of cultural production
and artistic excellence. She says Heera Mandi is was place of both light and shadows where cruelty and
charm, suffering and satisfaction coexisted in a complex and often uneasy balance. (Ahmed, 2021, p. 102)

Another Novel “The Courtesans Keeper” by Biswadeep Ghosh is a great source of information about the
topic. Biswadeep narrated the story of the girl named Hira who belonged to the red-light area. Unfolding
the life of Hira he says that she was a girl who was born to trade as her mother was a courtesan before
her and her grandmother before that but Hira was eager to break the shackles of her profession and make
a new life for herself. (Biswadeep, 2016, p. 146) Hira was a Rich Tawaif (courtesan) who was forced to
navigate the changing political and social landscape of the city, including the rise of Heera Mandi. It
mentions the challenges and dangers that Hira faced. About the world of courtesans biswadeep quoted
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beauty as currency, in which hira possessed in abundance and used it to her advantage. (Biswadeep, 2016,
p. 147).

Bill Bryson in his very known and famous memoir “The life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid” which
consist of a section in which He describes his visit to the red-light district in Lahore, Pakistan in 1970s.He
describes Heera Mandi as a place where young women in flashy clothes and bright lipstick stood along the
streets, propositioning everyone who passed and galvanizing them to be their client. (Bryson, 2006, p.
215).A vivid description of the architecture has also been described noting the intricate carvings and old
balconies of Havelis (traditional mansions) that were used as brothels. History and culture of HeeraMandi
is colossal which Tahir wasti in his book “Heera Mandi: The Crimson City” discussed from its earliest days
as a jewelry market and precious stones to its eventual transformation into a hub for prostitution and sex
work. He Stated Heera Mandi as an enigma, a mystery wrapped in history for some it is a place of lust and
debauchery and for some it is a hub of culture and art. Heera Mandi is a place there rich and powerful
come to indulge their pleasures and where poor and marginalized come to make a living. (Wasti, 2010, p.
256).

Pakistani Red-light district: A story of Reinvention.” is an article by Aisha Sarwari who discussed how
earlier the district was considered a place of exploitation and oppression, where women were forced into
sex work and subjected to abuse and violence. However in recent years there has been movement to
improve the lives of sex workers. She argues that the efforts to improve the lives of these women which
will be a positive step towards greater equality and justice in Pakistan, through education and programs
like job training these organizations are giving opportunities and a chance of better life. They are also
advocating their rights and protections and are working to change the negative stereotypes. (Sarwari,
2016). To further light this topic Suhail kakkar wrote an essay “Heera Mandi: A tale of two prostitutes” in
the news international newspaper in which kakkar put reflection on the lives of two women who worked
in the sex trade in Heera Mandi, along with its history and traditional practice of Dancing girls. He notes
that sex industry in Heera Mandi has undergone significant changes in recent decades with the rise of
HIVs/AIDs awareness (Kakkar, 2013).

“Heera Mandi: In the shadow of Lahore fort” by Shahid Malik is a documentary film that examines the
history, culture and economics of the red-light district, despite the challenges and hardships faced by the
women of Heera Mandi there is also a sense of resilience and strength that shines through. He stated
Heera Mandi as a microcosm pf Pakistani society, where issues of class, gender and power converge in a
complex and sometimes in contradictory ways.(Malik, 2014).”Heera Mandi: A street of Shahi mohalla” by
Zahid Hassan Chughtai narrated the lifestyles of courtesans and their clientele and stated Heera Mandi as
the world’s oldest profession wrapped in the folds of tradition and culture which is not going to vanish
ever (Chughtai, 2008, p. 241).

Furthermore “The wandering falcon” by Jamil Ahmed is a novel about tribal areas of Pakistan and
Afghanistan which says little about Heera Mandi that the relight district is like an island in the middle of
the sea of poverty, ignorance and bigotry where anything was possible for those who could afford it.
(Ahmed, 2011, p. 226). A non-fiction book “Heera Mandi: The underbelly of Lahore” by Hassan Belal Zaidi
explores the history and contemporary reality of the area, it is a place of contrasts where old and the new,
sacred and profane exist side by side. It's a place that embodies the complexity and richness of south
Asian cultures simultaneously it’s a place that raises uncomfortable questions about gender, power and
exploitation. (Zaidi, 2020, p. 218).
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“The Last Tradition of Heera Mandi’s Tawaifs” is an article written by Shabana Mahfooz that explores the
lives of tawaifs (courtesan) in Heera Mandi. The article was published in diplomat Magazine in which she
discusses the art, culture and their struggles to maintain their tradition and way of life in the face of
changing social attitudes.it also describes the decline of the fil industry in Pakistan which was a major
employer of tawaifs, which contributed to their economic difficulties. However some tawaifs continued to
practice their art and perform for private audiences, the article provides a nuanced and empathetic
perspective on a community that is often stigmatized and misunderstood (Mahfooz, 2020).

Methodology

This study used both qualitative and quantitative research designs to explore the social, cultural and
economic dynamics of Heera Mandi, Lahore, Pakistan’s red-light district. The research employed the
ethnographic methods to obtain a deeper and comprehensive understanding of sex workers, clients, and
other key stakeholders in the district. The data were collected through in-depth interviews which were
conducted in Urdu by trained bilingual researcher and audio recorded with the participants consent. Visits
to Heera Mandi were made observing their daily lives and interactions of the residents. Focus group
discussions were made followed by researches made from books, articles and memoirs written by people.
The data were analyzed using a thematic analysis approach. The audio recorded interviews were
transcribed and translated into English. The transcripts were read and reread to identify themes related to
social, cultural and economic dynamic of Heera Mandi.

The themes were coded and categorized into broader categories, including gender, power, stigma,
agency, and socio-economic factors. The data from participant’s observation were also analyzed to
provide context and further insights into the daily lives of the residents of Heera Mandi. Informed consent
was obtained from all participants, and their confidentiality was ensured throughout the study. Whereas
the quantitative data was collected through a survey which was conducted in Heera Mandi by the locals
working and living there for years, the survey consisted of multiple choice questions and Likert scale items
and was administered in Urdu for getting transparent understandings from their locals. Steps were taken
for building trust with participants as well for honest and pure data collection.

Discussion

Heera Mandi have always been a famed locality in the history of Lahore, Pakistan till date. It is known for
its brothels, street performances and music. Heera Mandi is a complex place with diminutive alleys filled
with contradictions and conflicts, where the world of sex, art and religion meet. The history of Heera
Mandi dates back to the Mughal era, when the area was a center for the performing arts, including music,
dance, and theater. The Mughal emperors were the patrons of the arts, and Heera Mandi became a place
where artist and performers could thrive. Heera Mandi became known for its courtesans, who were highly
skilled in the arts of seduction and entertainment. These courtesans were known as tawaifs, and they
were respected members of society, serving as companions to wealthy and influential men. Mughal kings
would send their children to tawaifs for studies and for learning lessons of life. In 19" century, the British
colonial government attempted to suppress the practice of prostitution in India, including in Heera Mandi.

However, their efforts were largely unsuccessful, and the area continued to thrive as a center of arts and
sex work. In fact, the British Raj is often credited with creating the modern-day structure of HeeraMandi.
Today Heera Mandi is home to hundreds of brothels and homeless girls; however the neighborhood has
changed significantly in recent years as the Pakistani government has cracked down on prostitution and
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attempted to modernize the area. Many of the old brothels have shutdown, and the tawaifs have
struggled to adapt to a changing society.

One of the most interesting aspects of Heera Mandi is its music scene. The area has long been known for
its classical music, particularly the form known as gawwali. Qawwali is a type of Sufi devotional music that
is performed by group of singers accompanied by percussion instruments. The music is deeply spiritual,
and it has a long tradition in Pakistan and India. One of the most famous qawwali performers from Heera
Mandi was Nusrat Fateh Ali khan followed by Abida Perveen. Khan was born into a family of gawwali
singers in the 1940s and he rose to fame in 1980s and 1990s with his innovative and passionate
performances. He was known for his ability to blend traditional gawwali with Western musical influences,
and he became a global ambassador for Pakistani music, and visitors can often hear his performances in
Heera Mandi. In addition to gawwali Heera Mandi is also home to a thriving folk music scene followed by
traditional bhangra music.

Another important aspect of Heera Mandi is its architecture. The buildings in the neighborhood are
known for their intricate designs and beautiful facades. Many of the buildings date back to Mughal era,
and they are a testament to the areas rich history. The buildings are unique blend of traditional Islamic
architecture and western influences, reflecting the area’s cosmopolitan nature. Visitors to Heera Mandi
spend hours exploring the narrow streets and admiring the buildings. Unfortunately, many of these
buildings have fallen into disrepair in recent years, as the Pakistani government has neglected the
neighborhood. Heera Mandi’s charms are many and visitors to the area are sure to find something that
captures their imagination.

Despite its many charms, Heera Mandi is also a place of conflict and struggle, which have affected the
lives of its residents, particularly women. Many interviews conducted there reveal the insight of the area
which is not only heart shattering but dismaying too. Heera Mandi is a place that is neglected due to its
much questionable issues. Poverty and financial insecurity is one of the most significant struggles faced by
residents of Heera Mandi. Many families live in small, cramped spaces, and lack access to basic necessities
like clean water, food, and healthcare. Sex work is often seen as the only viable means of earning a living,
leading to many women to enter the profession to support themselves and their families. The residents of
Heera Mandi are often ostracized by mainstream society due to their association with sex work. This leads
to social isolation and discrimination, which makes it difficult for them to access essential services and
support.

The residents of Heera Mandi, Particularly sex workers are at high risk of violence and exploitation. This
includes physical and sexual violence from clients who treat sex workers as their own property just for the
sake of getting pleasure from them. This perpetuates a cycle of abuse and exploitation, making it difficult
for women to escape the profession and access other opportunities. Following that women of Heera
Mandi are at high risk of contracting sexually transmitted infections (STIs), many lack access to healthcare
services, making it difficult to receive treatment for these conditions. The women of Heera Mandi often
work in unsanitary conditions and are at risk of physical injury and harm from clients or pimps. This can
have a significant impact on their physical and mental health, making it difficult for them to lead a healthy
and fulfilling life. In addition to that many children in Heera Mandi are unable to access education due to
poverty and social stigma whereas the women there face extreme gender inequality, the women there
are treated as second-class citizens. Women in Heera Mandi are often denied the right to make decisions
about their own bodies and lives. Women in Heera Mandi also have limited legal protection. The
criminalization of sex work in Pakistan has led to a lack of regulation and oversight, leaving sex workers
without legal resources without when they face abuse or exploitation. Many women are afraid to report
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incidents of violence or abuse to the police, as they fear retribution or further marginalization. Heera
Mandi is a neglected place in Lahore, Pakistan, due to its social stigma, lack of government attention and
investment, economic deprivation, political instability, and corruption. There is a need for greater
awareness, understanding, and investment in the area to ensure that the people living there have access
to the essential services and opportunities they need to lead a decent life.

With Heera Mandi’s rise there comes the decline which began in 1980s when Pakistani government
started cracking down on prostitution and other illegal activities in the area. This was in response to
pressure from international organizations and conservative religious groups who considered prostitution
and other vices to be immoral and un-Islamic. The government’s actions resulted in the closure of many
brothels and dance bars, which led to the displacement of the many people from the area. This led to the
closure of small businesses in the area due to impact on local economy. The closure of brothels and
havelis for performances meant that many musicians lost their source of income and were forced to find
other means of support. This resulted in decline in the quality and availability of traditional music in the
area and in upcoming era. In recent years there have been efforts to rehabilitate Heera Mandi and
provide legal and safe opportunities for people living there. The government has initiated several
programs to provide vocational training and education to the people in Heera Mandi, and there have been
efforts to transform the area into a cultural hub with museums, galleries, and performance spaces.
However, the process of rehabilitation is slow, and many challenges remain, including stigma, lack or
resources, and resistance from conservative groups. Today, Heera Mandi is still a bustling red-light
district, attracting clients from all over Pakistan and beyond. It is estimated that there are over 1,000 sex
workers operating today in the area, many of whom are women from impoverished backgrounds. It is a
multifaceted area, with a mixture of both negative and positive aspects.

Conclusion

In conclusion, despite its complicated past and present Heera Mandi remains a fascinating site in Lahore,
Pakistan. It is a place that has captured the attention and imagination of many people around the world. It
has been portrayed in many different ways, from seedy red-light district to cultural hub of Pakistan. Heera
Mandi is a place that has a rich history and cultural significance that goes beyond its reputation as a red-
light district. Despite the challenges, Heera Mandi remains a vibrant and culturally rich place. It is a place
where tradition and modernity, history and contemporary culture, come together in a unique and
dynamic way. It's important to remember that the individuals who live and work in Heera Mandi are
human beings with their own hopes, dreams, and struggles. They are human beings with inherent worth
and dignity, and they deserve to be treated as such. We must work towards creating a society that
provides equal opportunities and support for all individuals, regardless of their background or profession.
While it is true that the area faces many challenges, it is also true that Heera Mandi is a place of resilience
and strength, a testament to the enduring spirit of the people of Lahore, Pakistan.
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