India's Courtesans: Keepers of Indian Culture
Long ago, in the feudal societies of India, highly trained female musicians performed songs and dances and provided companionship for royalty and wealthy merchants. Through their artistic performances, these well educated and skilled artists helped to maintain India's culture of music, dance and storytelling; priceless strands that weave the fabric of India's rich musical and lyrical heritage. Through time, the courtesans milieu has moved from the royal courts to female run salons, and now to the predominantly male controlled brothels of red light districts. Their art has been decoupled from the selling of their bodies, which has taken predominance in the male dominated flesh trade. 
Courtesans were and still are to some degree the keepers of much of the musical heritage of India. Through their music and dance performances they not only entertained the urban elite, but also proliferated stories of the triumphs and tribulations of the common people of India. Hindustani music in general originated from the folk art that courtesans helped to develop and perform, including the classical musical genre of quwalli. Courtesans also helped to develop the classic dance form of Kathak and some of their dance forms were transformed into Bharata Natyam (Dance of the Nation), at the time when the British ignited an "anti-nautch movement" in India (courtesans were known as "nautch girls" or "dancing girls"). The campaign, which began in 1856, branded them as prostitutes and aimed to rob them of their dignity and their status. They subsequently lost their royal patronage and prestige. Just after the turn of the century, there was a strong separation of their art from sex, leaving them to subsist primarily on selling their bodies as their music was gradually taken over by the male controlled arena; their dances transformed and practiced by people of privilege. 
Today people whose ancestral roots derive from this lineage of courtesan artists, form much of the population of India's red light districts. Their opportunity to subsist from their art has all but diminished in the midst of the new age of patrons and the booming flesh trade. Once well educated, financially independent, and free to travel, women and families from this lineage now live in extreme poverty and face much social ostercization. Because of this, the children who grow up in and around the red lights are very likely to end up becoming "part of the trade" and subject to extreme exploitation, violence, drugs and human trafficking. Despite attempts, it's almost impossible to completely remove women from prostitution because there is too much of a backlash from the criminal web of pimps, police, and brothel keepers and very difficult for them to survive on their own outside the community. Organizations that attempt to help them face grave danger and threats of violence from the players with vested interests. Attempts to help educate the children of sex workers have been successful in part, with the children being supported in different ways; health wise, socially and eventually integrated into government schools. Tremendous efforts have also been made to work with the women to help them obtain health, human rights, and opportunities to earn profit by performing the folk music and dances of their lineage for audiences in an exploitation free environment. There is much that still needs to be done, however, to educate the public and to rehabilitate traffickers, brothel keepers, police, pimps, politicians and others who help to fuel the flesh trade.
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