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For the past few weeks, the daily ‘aarti’, 
a mandatory feature of every orchestra 
bar in the Mumbai, rings with cautionary 
optimism. The aarti sees all staffers, 
including the women, gather and pray, for a 
good evening ahead. The optimism comes 
from the Supreme Court’s order, lifting the 
ban on Mumbai’s dance bars, imposed ten 
years ago. Incidentally, that is where the 
caution comes from, too.

There is good reason that bars owners 
and dancers are still praying hard. The 
SC order, hearing an appeal by the State 
Government against its June 2013 order, 
ruled on October 15 that dance bars across 
the State could restart operations but with 
a rider: no obscenity, please. Later, in March 
2016, it reiterated the order and asked the 
State government to ensure it doesn’t delay 
the implementation anymore.

The rider combined with a State Government 
determined to quash attempts at restarting 
these bars are some of the reasons 
why caution routinely accompanies the 
optimism in their prayers.

A business which flourished and fed 
lakhs for over two and a half decades was 
snuffed out within hours by an unplanned, 
impromptu announcement by then Deputy 
Chief Minister of Maharashtra, R.R. Patil in 
2005.  Listing stories of men killing their 
mothers for money to splurge on dance 
bars and of a culture being destroyed, Patil 
announced the ban on the floor of the State 
assembly, to a big round of applause. Sujata 
Gothoskar, independent researcher and 

member of Forum against Oppression of 
Women, which carried out a detailed study 
about the lives of bar dancers before and 
after the ban, said that politicians did not 
understand the women’s perspective at all.

Book 17.indb   394 01/03/17   6:37 PM



Mumbai Reader 2017 395

CASE STUDY 1:

As a schoolgirl, Pooja* dreamed of 
becoming an IAS officer. Then her father 
died and her lower-middle-class family 
plunged into bankruptcy.

Pooja, the elder of two siblings, was 12.

“For a year, we managed by selling my 
mother’s gold bit by bit. Eventually, we 
could no longer afford school and we both 
had to drop out,” she says.

That’s when her mother, at 38, became a 
bar dancer. A year on, the ban was imposed 
and her mother lost her job. Pooja, 14 by 
now, decided to step in and began to work 
at an dance bar in Koparkhairane. While 
dancers had no place in the bar, Pooja 
took to singing. Many like her mother, who 
couldn’t do that, lost their jobs. 

“I put my brother back in school. And I took 
my Class 10 exam through a private exam, 
and passed,” she says. “I now have a BA. The 
people opposing dance bars should know 
that we are not prostitutes, just people with 
fees to pay, rent, and debts to pay off. These 
bars supported our education. If not for 
them, I’d probably be rotting at the bottom 
of the ladder.”

Women are vulnerable everywhere, Pooja 
adds, in an office or even at home. “In bars, 
I realised that women have the right to say 
no.”

Now 24, she describes her workplace as 
‘nothing but a theatre stage, with women 
playing roles’.

“We are putting on a show and people 
come to see it. How is that different from 
an actress? In fact, we are dancing to the 
stars’ music, copying their steps,” she says. 
“Why did we become obscene but not the 
stars who dance in hotels?”

(* Name changed)
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“Some of the leaders were sitting and 
discussing the issue when one leader stood 
up and spoke of a girl he knew who couldn’t 
find a groom, nor a job. But, she didn’t 
join a dance bar, he said. She committed 
suicide.” Much to Gothoskar’ horror, the 
room full of politicians resounded with 
applause for the girl’s valour.

The impact was crippling. Almost 
immediately, over 75,000 women dancers 
and close to half that number were 
rendered jobless. These, as a study by 
Research Centre for Women’s Studies in 
SNDT University, found were some of the 
most vulnerable women: 85% of them 
were migrants, 42% were illiterate while 
nearly the same number had studied only 
up to the eight standard. 72% of these 
women were the sole earners. Most of 
these women, 88% of them, were in the 
prime of their youth, between 19 to 30. 
Another study by Prayas, a Tata Institute of 
Social Sciences (TISS) field action project 
had shown that 68% of these women were 
married, 47% of these married women had 
been divorced, deserted or widowed.

While it could hardly be denied that women 
earned well due to bars, it could also not 
be contested that there were abuses by 
patrons and by bar owners, sexual and 
physical. If that was the State’s concern, 
then the bar made it worse. Most were 
pushed into prostitution by the own 
admission of the Bharatiya Bar girls union, 
a body representing the city’s bar dancers. 
“Till then, we had a say In what we wanted 
to do with our bodies. If we didn’t want to 

sleep with anyone, we could tell them off. 
But, the ban made us desperate and the 
tables turned,” said a bar dancer, working 
in a Navi Mumbai bar.

Beyond the glamour and riches were also 
stories of men and their families destroyed 
by their reckless spending. Men would 
routinely spend lakhs of rupees in a single 
night, often in an inebriated state. But did 
the ban help? Radheshyam Kulkarni is a 
shining example of the ban’s failure.

Radheshyam Kulkarni*’s home was one 
such, where he got into a relationship with 
a bar dancer, in 2010, even while the ban 
was in force. He was married, with three 
children of his own and ended up losing 
his job, his home, showering his money on 
her. How did the ban make any difference, 
he asks. Priya*, 24, who works at a bar 
in the island city, says that the ban only 
ensured that the strongest of bar owners 
survive. “It’s a myth that dance bars shut. 
What happened was the weaker ones 
perished under the weight of the bribes the 
authorities demanded while the stronger 
ones, even today, draw as much 50 lakh 
rupees each night,” she says, naming a few 
bars in Central Mumbai.
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CASE STUDY 2:

‘I lost everything, years after the ban’.

Radheshyam Kulkarni* had a well-paid job 
handling electrical logistics on cargo ships 
and offshore oil rigs.

He had a wife and three children, a home in 
central Mumbai.

Then, in 2010, a friend took him to a dance 
bar in central Mumbai. It was five years after 
the ban, but the bigger bars still flourished.

At the bar he met Priya*. She was 18, he 
was 35.

“She was the prettiest girl to have ever 
smiled at me,” he says.

Kulkarni started meeting Priya outside 
the bar. “She’d look at objects and say 
she wanted them — jewellery, trinkets, 
household appliances.”

To spend time with her, he began turning 
down offshore gigs and eventually lost his 
job. To indulge her fancies, he took a loan 
from a moneylender.

“We cared for each other. She made me feel 
loved,” he says.

Eventually, Kulkarni decided to buy Priya a 
small house, so they could live together. He` 
borrowed Rs 8 lakh for a flat in a faraway 
suburb. She promised to move in with him 
but kept putting it off.

“As she saw my pockets getting emptier, 
she started avoiding me. Eventually, she 
rented out the house I bought her and 
stopped taking my calls,” he says.

Kulkarni had to sell his family’s home to pay 
off his debts. He survives on odd jobs. His 
wife works as a domestic help to support 
the children’s education.

“I wish I had never met her,” he says. “What 
use was the ban? If they do, they should 
ensure that the patron-dancer relationship 
is better regulated. “

 (* Names changed)
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There are, however, also those who 
support Patil’s decision. “While women 
may not have been forced into prostitution, 
there was a rather deliberate attempt by 
bar owners to keep them vulnerable by 
offering no benefits or job security. This 
pushed many women to get involved with 
men for their money, leaving behind broken 
homes,” said Anand Dandekar, member 
of Citizens against Human trafficking, a 
city-based not-for-profit which has been 
campaigning in favour of the ban.

23-year-old Sonia, however, didn’t fall 
into any categories. Sonia has been 
working at a bar in Central Mumbai for 
four years now. She’s an unlikely victim 
of the 2005 ban, one whose fate has 
been sealed nonetheless. “Back then, 
customers showered thousands of rupees 
only for a jhalak (a glimpse). After the 
ban, our desperation led us to sex work 
for a pittance, for as little as 500 rupees 
sometimes. Ban or not, the customer has 
stopped valuing us.”

The politics of ban is a double-edged 
sword, Sonia realises. After the financial 
losses she suffered thanks to the ban, 
Sonia now awaits the reopening of dance 
bars with trepidation. Currently, because 
of the ban, women like Sonia just stand in 
the performance area. Even this ‘standing’ 
gets them tips from customers, she says. 
Sonia fears that the return of the dance 
bars may leave no space for people 
like her, who don’t have dancing skills. 
Sonia’s insecurities are heightened by the 
circumstances she finds herself in. She 

got her first abortion done at the age of 19. 
Now, she bears an 18-month-old boy from 
her “BF” (boyfriend), as she calls him. The 
‘BF’ is a married trader, with a wife and his 
family of his own. 

The SC’s decision has led to a flurry of 
activities in the State: while bar owners 
have started applying for licenses, 
dancers have hoped for better working 
conditions: fixed wages, more benefits, 
more organised labour, among others. The 
government, however, has made its intent 
clear. Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis 
was categorical in his opinion about the 
ban, within hours of the SC order. “While 
the court has asked for regulation, we are 
in favour of a total ban on dance bars.”

For many who have seen the way these 
bars, once firmly a part of the city’s identity, 
operate and support livelihoods, Fadnavis’ 
approach is a mistake being repeated.

Veena Gowada, one of the lawyers for the 
Bharatiya Bar Girls Union, one who focuses 
on women’s rights, said that the SC’s rider 
may come to Fadnavis’ aid. “By adding 
that the State must ensure there is no 
obscenity, the order once again empowers 
the government. Obscenity is subjective 
and based on individual choices. How can 
you allow the State to define obscenity?”

Like Gowada, author Sonia Faleiro, who 
wrote a book on the lives of bar dancers, ‘A 
Beautiful thing’, argues that for dance bars 
to function in a better manner, the State 
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must restrain itself from controlling every 
aspect of it, especially in subjective issues 
like morality.

Faleiro, who was closely following the 
issue as a city-based journalist, has seen 
the impact that the State’s moral policing 
had. Arguing in the Bombay High Court in 
favour of the ban, the State government 
had said that such dancing required no skill 
and it was just vulgar dancing. The author 
is angry that the same government, which 
had leveled malicious allegations against 
the women, was now given the task of 
deciding if their dance was obscene or not.

“The first thing we must do if we need to 
make this profession respectable is to de-
stigmatise it by empowering a group of 
people to make decisions they shouldn’t 
be allowed to make. The whole eco-system 
exists only because of the bar dancers but 
they are the ones languishing at the very 
bottom of the system.”

However, according to former State 
director general of police AN Roy, who 
was the city police chief when the ban was 
imposed, said regulating dance bars was 
“extremely difficult, impractical.” Says Roy, 
“I was very clear that dance bars had to be 
regulated or finished. We tried regulating 
it, but found that every dance bar was 
linked to criminals and were the biggest 
source of crime as well as corruption in 
politicians, bureaucrats, BMC staffers and 
police.” Roy dismisses talk by activists 

and academicians of regulating the trade. 
“These bars are beyond regulation since 
they deprave women,” he simply says.

Gothoskar, however, said that the State’s 
clampdown was ‘perverse’. “Instead of 
judging them, the State should have 
protected these women against their 
vulnerabilities. At least now, we must 
create fall-back wages for the women, 
a sort of minimum wage that the bar 
must pay them and ensure safer working 
conditions” she said.

In a similar vein, speaking to Faleiro, the 
women often reflected on the fleeting 
nature of their work, the existence of a 
sort of ‘shelf-life’. “Women realise that 
they just have a few years to maximize 
their earnings and hence, tend to punish 
their bodies by working very hard. Can you 
imagine dancing for a straight eight hours 
every day of the week?” Faleiro suggests 
a State intervention in the form of health 
schemes for these dancers and an urgent 
need to unionise them.

Beyond piecemeal plans, Dr. Ranjana 
Kumari, leading women’s rights activist 
and director of the New Delhi-based 
Centre for Social research said that for 
the industry to emerge out of the shadows 
and be considered more ‘mainstream’ 
needs a combination of laws and societal 
reformation. “A woman working in a bar 
has as much right to access the Sexual 
Harassment at Workplaces Act, 2013, 
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as anybody else. At the same time, men 
must stop seeing these women as being 
‘available’.”

For Varsha Kale, the head of the Bharatiya 
Bar Girls Union, the window of hope in the 
SC is a chance to implement many long-
pending demands. The charter the union 
has drawn up is detailed and draws upon 
various best practices, from the world 
over. “We want to create an environment 
where dance bars are wholesome and 
are also family-friendly,” Kale says. While 
many would pour scorn over such a 
dramatic makeover for bars, Kale says 
she has realistic plans. One of them is 
that the showering of money, a sight that 
symbolises dance bars in popular culture, 
must stop.

The Union’s plans, however, throw up an 
interesting question. If Bangkok, Las Vegas 
and a host of other international cities can 
market their adult clubs as popular tourist 
destinations, why can’t Mumbai?

According to Faleiro, Bombay was tolerant, 
Mumbai isn’t. Kumari believes that it isn’t 
restricted to Mumbai alone. “We are very 
sex deprived. The way bar dancing as a 
trade is perceived also shows you that we 
are far from being an evolved culture.

Incidentally, this is where bar owners see 
their chance. Bharat Thakur, head of the 
sub-committee on dance bars of Indian 
Hotels and Restaurants Association, says 
that the government must look at dance 
bars as just that: a tourism opportunity. 

According to Thakur, dance bars across 
the State contributed in excess of 3000 
crore as revenue to the State before the 
ban. “People go to adult clubs abroad and 
splurge on them. Instead, they can spend 
the money right here and help the local 
economy. Why should the government 
mind this?”
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