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ABSTRACT

NEGOTIATING IDENTITIES:
A STUDY OF THE LIVES OF STREET CHILDREN IN NEPAL

Rachel G. Baker
PhD 1998

Recent decades have seen a plethora of research on ‘street children’, much of which
approaches these children’s lives as inherently problematic. Addressing the gap in
anthropological analysis of Nepali childhoods, this study inspects the lives of
‘street children’, the vast majority of whom are boys, through comparison with poor

housed children in both rural and urban settings.

The thesis traces the processes involved in boys’ departures from home, their
employment in the city and the adoption of ‘street’ life. In locating boys’ decisions
to leave home within Nepali cultural norms and the pressures of poverty, it argues
that ‘street boys’ (khate) are urban migrants who can, through certain strategies,
maintain positive relations with their families. An inspection of both daily life on
the streets and boys’ perceptions of their social status, reveals that the khate
identity is ascribed through boys’ interaction with those advocating the standards
of a Nepali middle-class childhood. Through analysis of the roles of local and
international organisations, the media and the state in defining goals for street
children’s lives, the thesis explores the potential for khate to negotiate their identities

and improve their quality of life.

Using longitudinal data to examine street boys’ efforts to achieve social status, the
research demonstrates their selective use of educational and training projects, and
their simultaneous search for opportunities within ‘street’ networks. The key to their
success lies in the cultivation of personal relationships with a patron figure who can

offer material and social support.

In the light of these findings, the thesis shows that the limitations of current social
theory regarding the ‘careers’ of stigmatised individuals and the contradictions that
emerge in efforts to ‘empower’ children, arise from inadequate analysis of the

interpersonal nature of social relationships in Nepal.
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INTRODUCTION
CHARTING THE COURSE OF MY RESEARCH

"You need a good strong sack you see, that’s about it really. It's how you eat
and it keeps the cold out at night,” explained Santosh when I asked about his
early experiences as a rag-picker. “If you want good stuff like copper wiring or
broken iron, then you have to start before it’s light. Sometimes Dawa and [ go
together and split the earnings. His sack was nicked the other day. That
happens quite often—in the night while you're sleeping—and even in the
Common Room!"

When he first arrived in Kathmandu, Santosh’s father found him a job cleaning
glasses in a tea shop but he never got the wages he was promised. The owner told him
that they were going to his parents but he couldn’t be sure. It was two boys, who
sometimes came for tea in the mornings, who first told him about rag-picking. There
was money to be made by collecting recyclable goods {ike hard plastic and Sifferent
metals from the street rubbish piles, then selling them at a junkyard. They said that if
you hit lucky you could earn fifty rupees a day and they talked about going to see
films frequently. In the two years since he ran away, Santosh had not returned to the
tea shop because his family were bound to have heard of his departure. Sometimes he
sees people in the bus park that he recognises from the village. If he is carrying a sack
then he avoids them. At the Common Room, a drop-in centre for street children run
by a local organisationl, staff asked him about his home and whether his parents
knew he was here in the city. They also talked about getting a good job or going to
school. For a few weeks he stayed there and attended the literacy class, but now he

goes only if he is ill. He prefers to sleep on the roadside with friends.

This thesis is about boys? like Santosh who live independently from their families and

are, on a daily basis, homeless. It aims to describe how the process of becoming

1 The non-governmental organisation (NGO) named Child Workers in Nepal (CWIN)
established the Common Room in 1989.

2Children living on the streets in Nepal are almost all male (for reasons I will explain in
due course). When I use the term ‘street children’ in relation to Nepal, I am referring to
boys. As will become evident, I use the term ‘boys’ even for individuals in their upper
teens and early twenties. This is because the khate identity is one associated with the
period before adulthood, and ‘youth’ is not a generally used category in Nepal. Although
they demarcate status differences according to age and experience, khate of all ages refer
to their friends as ‘boys’ (ketaharu ).



homeless and known as khate (a Nepali3 term approximating to ‘street children’) is
understood by the children concerned and others who interact with them. It then
examines children’s relationships in the city that are significant in daily living and for
their future prospects. What I have learnt about these children’s lives results from a

study that evolved over a period of three years.

Before studying anthropology, I taught for a short period in a Kathmandu primary
school. Like most visitors to Nepal, the children begging and sleeping on the streets
made an impression on me. People said that five years previously, such a sight was
rare. So how did these children arrive and what did living on the streets involve?
Curious to know more, I conducted a three month study at the end of my second year
of a BA in Anthropology. I was a volunteer in the Common Room, the centre run by
Child Workers in Nepal (CWIN), a Nepali non-governmental organisation (NGO).
There, I learnt something about homeless children’s backgrounds and current
lifestyles. A small survey of growth status suggested that homeless children were
better nourished than a comparable group of children from a hill village (Baker 1993).
It was this result that prompted me to question the popular assumptions about street
children, which depict them as victims of poverty and abandonment, destitute
vagrants or delinquents. The circumstances surrounding children’s arrival on the street
were diverse, often involving their families, prior work or a move to the city. It was
quickly apparent to me that prevailing images of street children are grounded in
Western ideas about childhood (ibid.). In general terms, these hold that childhood is a
stage of life with certain needs and that these cannot be fulfilled if children live
independently in the city. However, it was not clear to me which particular aspects of
western notions of childhood influence academic discourse about 'street children’ in
Nepal, how these ideas were being applied in a development context and the extent

to which they related to the lives of individual Nepali children.

Questions about the differences between homeless children’s experiences and well-
being, and that of their peers, were central to the subsequent study conducted by a
team of three researchers between July and December 1993. The team comprised
Catherine Panter-Brick (a biological anthropologist with research experience in rural
Nepal), Alison Todd (an independent researcher trained in medicine and
anthropology) and myself (an MSc student). The combination of disciplines and prior

research experience in Nepal allowed us to design an extensive comparative study of

3In recognition of recent usage amongst scholars from Nepal and outside the country, I use the
term 'Nepali' to refer not only to the language of Nepal, but to its people and aspects of
its society and culture.



children living in different places, and whose lifestyles appeared to differ radically.
Did homeless children share certain experiences that were uncommon among village,
‘squatter’* and middle class school children? And could any characteristics in their
backgrounds be identified as predictive of homelessness? Following the earlier finding
regarding children's growth status, our second aim was to explore the impact of
homelessness on children’s general well-being through a comparison with other groups
of children living at home. Upon reading reports of previous studies conducted on
street children, it was clear that the majority of these studies adopted a uni-
dimensional approach to well-being which neglected important interactions between
the physical, social and psychological aspects of street living. Thus we drew on the
two disciplines of biological and social anthropology in order to investigate children’s
lifestyles from a number of perspectives including physical health, activity patterns,

sources of livelihood and social relations.

The results indicated that homelessness was not simply about being alone, ill and
powerless, as is often assumed by a western public whose ideas are influenced by
media reports or appeals from development agencies. What emerged was the
importance of children's decision-making as individuals and as family members, in
becoming and being homeless. Undoubtedly children living on the streets have
experienced hardship and pain, but so have many of those living in their village or
urban homes. We learnt that in the Nepali social and cultural context, the categories
‘homeless’ and ‘squatter’ are not as distinct as government and NGO policy
documents make out. Of course, such a lack of fit exemplifies the general problem of
using universal categories but it also begs the question of how local group definitions

are made.

The results of the comparative study raised a number of important questions which I
decided to pursue by returning to Kathmandu for a year's doctoral research in June
1994. My general feeling about the previous study was that the findings relating to
children's movements from home, experiences in work and quality of life that were
generated by the quantitative methods, could not be fully explained. They lacked a
firm grounding in the social and cultural context to being homeless in Nepal. This
perspective was also lacking in our early attempts to use qualitiative methods to

document children’s experiences. For example, the interviews we conducted among

4 The term ‘squatter’ is the best translation of sukunibasi, meaning those who live in self-
built housing on public land. Officially families should have been landless for three
generations to qualify as sukumbasi, however many families own small patches of land in
rural areas.



children in each setting were based around questions that we thought pertinent, as
opposed to those that our informants identified as significant. A different approach
was needed to investigate the issues raised by children's evaluations of their

experiences.

The obvious starting point was to observe and interact with homeless children over
an extended period of time. Previously, the need to gather a number of large data sets
for our study in four settings, combined with the mobility of homeless children, had
prevented close involvement with individuals in their habitual environments. I was
aware that the homeless children moved within and between various physical and
social environments. But [ knew little about the relationships formed in each of these
or how children viewed mobility versus settling in any one place. Moreover [ was
curious to know how aspects of ‘home’ such as their caste, village community and
family affected their lives as incomers to the city. One objective therefore was to
understand how 'the streets' were interconnected with or juxtaposed against 'home'.
A second was to find out whether homeless children had support networks and if so,

their location, their effectiveness and their role in shaping their future prospects.

Over time [ built relationships with groups of homeless children based in a city centre
square frequented by tourists, and in a junkyard where rag-pickers sell scrap
collected from rubbish piles in the street. Individuals from these places would
frequently turn up at one of the two NGO centres, each of which had a group of
‘regulars’ and where [ was teaching several times a week. I spent time in school with a
group of ‘ex-street children’ whose education is sponsored by foreigners (including
myself). They often visited the Common Room to meet friends and staff members.
Occasionally, one ran away from school and back to the streets. It was as if there
were several key sites, each of which had many characters arriving, pausing for a
period and then leaving for the next one. The scattered and fluid nature of the
research setting meant that a bicycle was my most valuable piece of research
equipment. If spotted without it I was asked by the children where I had left my ‘best

friend’.

It was as a result of my continuing close association with NGO staff and my own role
within these organisations as well as in the city locations where children live, that
realised how important it was to pursue an enquiry into the ways in which street
children are represented—and the extent to which boys are aware of and act upon
such representations. Participation in the daily activities of two NGO drop-in centres
(the Common Room and Bal Kendra, a centre run by Child Welfare Society (CWS))

gave me insight into the symbiotic relationship between ’street children’ and those



who provide for them. It was in conversations between the children and those
working towards improving their lives through welfare support or informing the
public, that certain ‘facts’ about their lives were juxtaposed with acceptable

standards within a good childhood.

Some children commented on the repeated interviews taken by journalists and the
fact that nothing had changed for the better. NGO advocacy and the media have
contributed to a public consciousness of ‘street children’ (khate), attached to which
are ideas about their origins, behaviour and what should be done for them. Public
opinion of street children is influenced by the images and ideals promoted within the
arena of service provision and campaigns for the recognition of children's rights. I
began to question the effects of such representations on children’s views of
themselves and their potential to make changes in their lives. My interest lay in the
precise nature of the social identity implied in the term khate. If, as [ suspected, there
were stigmatising aspects to this identity that further marginalised children within
wider society, it was important to explore the potential for individuals to manipulate
these dominant images in their local environments and acquire status within these

settings.

In addition, [ questioned the effects of the status differences between research
participants at each stage of the study. I was aware that as an adult female, I would
be considered by adults and by children to have a certain degree of authority. To
counter the effects of this power relationship I used more interactive and
participatory research methods. As the research progressed, I replaced structured
interviewing with group discussions, some of which were facilitated by a fifteen year
old. Alongside these distinctly ‘research’ activities, I learnt through my engagement
with children as a provider of tea and rides to the hospital, an NGO worker (‘miss’)
and facilitator of a mechanic apprenticeship project. Essentially these roles were
about responding to ‘needs’ as represented by the children and adults involved. I
invested the most time and energy into the apprenticeship project because it was
prompted by boys in the junkyard well known to me and we ran it jointly. Working
towards common goals was satisfying and also frustrating. In learning how to
respond to grievances, gratitude, dishonesty and requests beyond my capabilities, [
gained some understanding of the resources required from within individual boys and
from external social supports (including family, friends and project workers), in order

that they could move on from a state of homelessness.

The broad aims of the thesis described above can be reduced to three specific

objectives:



1.  To explore what ‘home’ and ‘the streets” mean for children who have moved
between these two settings. In illuminating a wider construct of the family and
children’s role in the home, I seek to understand aspects of home life that
remain significant in boys’ lives while living in ‘the streets’. I draw upon the
existing literature in order to contextualise these boys’ experiences within the

childhoods of poor rural and urban Nepalis.

2. Toinvestigate children’s movements between work and living environments and
ask what effects a period of ‘street living’ can have on their future prospects. I
endeavour to document the ways in which street-living children talk about and

act towards their future.

3.  To critique my methodology in order to examine the process by which I came to
these understandings. I ask whether efforts to increase children’s participation
in the research process have accessed their own definitions of their social

worlds, and if so, what can be done with these.

My ethnographic analysis takes a temporal approach in order to connect children’s
past and present experience with notions of who they are now and what they might
be in the future. The thesis is therefore structured to examine the process of entering,
being in and moving out of homelessness. An additional important temporal thread is
a critique of the research process that generated my ethnography. The methodology
developed as a result of the previous study acted as a guideline, but was adapted as
the scope of my role as a researcher of ‘street children’ became clearer. There are
several important reasons for including a critical reflection of the research procedure

in parallel with an analysis of the experience of homelessness among Nepali children.

Firstly, each becomes a tool for refining the other as the study proceeds. The
production of an ethnographic text is all about identifying and communicating
informants’ experience to one’s readers. In order to do this, an ethnographer engages
in relationships with informants that evolve over time. As becomes evident in this
thesis, these relationships are revealing of social norms and practice and are therefore
the stuff of the ethnographic analysis. An example of the dynamic nature of this
process is my use of terms for the children who are the focus of my study. I began by
referring to ‘homeless’ children, but later opted to use khate in line with my growing
understanding of their connectedness to others in the city and in distant homes, and
my awareness that the term khate is Widely used and negotiated by children as well

as by the public.



Secondly, an increasingly strong link is being forged between anthropology and
‘development’. For many anthropologists, social relations structured around problem
assessment, service provision and empowerment of subordinate groups are important
aspects of the research environment. Development practitioners exploring
anthropological concepts expect theoretical rigour, sound methods and practical
applicability. Many anthropologists work in environments where they are
immediately accountable for the way in which ‘facts’ are determined, communicated
and used. Like myself, they may not be doing ‘applied research’ because they are not
directly employed by a development enterprise and have no remit to solve problems.
However, all research is political in nature, both at the stage of data acquisition and
once it is publicly available. Given that the ‘development’ sphere for street children
involves multiple parties engaged in defining needs and providing or receiving various
services, critical issues are raised for researchers in terms of practical research

activities and the presentation of findings.

Finally, the experience of homelessness is viewed as a problem by and for the children
themselves and its implications extend to other members of society. These include
their family, local community and bodies concerned with child welfare. Those who
talk and act on behalf of homeless children, for example, are those who express the
need for research. It is therefore important to compare representations of children’s
experiences in pieces of research that, although diverse in design, all aim to
understand children and serve their needs better. Unlike the majority of prior studies
on 'street children’ in Nepal, my own research made use of a wide variety of methods.
Hence I am able to comment on a range of interpretations of the experience of being
homeless and how these related to children'’s self conceptions as ‘homeless street

child” and research subjects.

Chapter 1 describes the design, the procedure and the outcomes of the comparative
research conducted in 1993. It justifies the aim—to describe characteristics of
homeless Nepali children that distinguish them from their peers—and the approach
used to explore children’s backgrounds and lifestyles. I demonstrate the ways in
which the literature on ‘street children’ around the world influenced this project’s
underlying theoretical orientation and our interpretation of results. The project
consisted of a survey approach followed by an in-depth comparative study of a
selected sample of children and used a range of biological and social methods. Thus, I
discuss the principal findings of two surveys implemented among homeless children
and three control populations; urban squatter children, urban middle-class children
and rural children. The first explored demographic characteristics (children’s family

backgrounds) and the second measured growth status, an indicator of past and



present physical health. I will explore differences in homeless children’s family and
wider socio-economic backgrounds and in their physical well-being. I discuss the
implications of this research process for our understandings of ‘street children’. The
assumptions inherent in our quantitative approach are outlined and its resultant

limitations made apparent.

Chapter 2 begins by establishing the rationale for my own subsequent research in the
light of gaps identified in the prior study and of bodies of social knowledge that
informed its development. I argue that a shift in perspective was required to take full
account of the social and cultural context of child migration, work and independence
from the home. I then relate the set of questions I took to the field to pertinent
theoretical positions and thus describe how I set about answering them. Engagement
in children’s daily lives in their various environments was fundamental to this period
of research. The timing of different methods, including extended interviews, focus
group discussions (PRA techniques) and ‘action-oriented research’ is considered in
relation to my evolving role in a range of ‘street’ environments. Here I expand my
discussion on the importance of social identity in homeless children’s lives and
consequently to my research. I question the sources of ideas about these children that
are common currency in Nepal and that guide the actions of those who influence
homeless children’s everyday lives. Then I describe my approach to children’s
representations of the past, their present lifestyle and its bearing on their future.
Finally I explain the criteria used to analyse the verbal exchanges and written texts

collected during the course of this research.

Chapter 3 looks in depth at the socio-economic and cultural context of living and
working independently of the home during childhood. Wider social features are
explored, including age at which children’s work responsibilities begin, their roles
within the household and migration practices®: I relate these to Nepali cultural
notions about the life course; fate, hardship versus ease and the determinants of
social status such as age, gender, wealth and caste. Differences in adult perceptions
of children’s rieeds between the rural and urban settings suggest that childhoods vary
widely within Nepal. One end of this range is characterised by a traditional rural
childhood still experienced by the majority of poor Nepalis, and the other end by a
modern, largely urban, childhood similar to that of the industrialised North. The
homeless children interviewed speak of early work experiences indicative of the

5 My own observation of rural childhoods and migration practices took place during a 3 week
period of research in Salme village (1993) and a ten day walk through Baglung district
(1996), both of which are located in hilly areas of Central Nepal.



former yet have been treated by some city-dwellers according to the latter’s norms.
These values are evident in the action of intervention programmes in Kathmandu
designed to support homeless children in a variety of ways. Using interview
narratives and the work of other ethnographers, I describe the similarities between
homeless and other poor children in family histories, early childhood experiences and
current socio-economic status. Discussions with groups of homeless children and
adolescents from the squatter area shed light on their notions of ‘childhood’. Hence
context is given to the external circumstances and individual decisions that lead to a

period of homelessness.

Chapter 4 looks at the daily practices and social relations of the homeless children. [
discuss their use of the city to earn a living, for recreation and for physical and
emotional support. I question the notion suggested in the literature that so-called
‘homeless’ children recreate the functions of the home using resources found in the
city. From an outsider’s perspective, these children’s lives seem to lack any form of
stability. Yet how does the mobility of homeless children differ from the supposed
stability of the home in the context of poverty in Nepal? I detail what the children
perceive to be the benefits of mobility and of the regularities in their lives. It is these
patterns which suggest that homeless children move between several social domains
depending on the roles they are able to fulfil or on their current needs. Such domains
include the city streets and junkyard communities, the NGO centres and the homes of
family or natal community members. I examine the relationships cultivated by
children in each of these settings and the manner in which their collective identity is

negotiated.

In chapter 5 I shift the focus of my analysis from children to the adults who are
working on their behalf. I trace the growth of the popular movement for working
children within Nepal's recent social and political history and explain how ‘street
children’ came to be a focus of attention. I then describe the rationale behind
programme objectives for street children. It is important to approach institutions
working for street children as powerful voices in the national discourse, but also as
comprising individuals who are responsive to the wider social climate and the
circumstances of individual children. I therefore examine self-perception amongst
NGO staff and critiques of development rhetoric within Nepal. In order to illustrate
the dynamic between NGO constructions and children’s experiences, I describe the
emergence of a cultural narrative of street living that is meaningful to khate and the

wider public alike.



Chapter 6 focuses on the future prospects of children who are based on the streets. It
begins by considering the scant longitudinal evidence available on changes in
children’s lifestyles, then sets out a theoretical framework for analysing the kind of
change in identity envisaged. I outline khate boys’ views of their futures as well as
those of others in Nepali society. Moving onto children’s efforts to change their lives, I
describe their attempts to follow the routes off the streets offered by NGOs, including
formal schooling and skill training. My analysis focuses on the social interaction
between children and project staff, and the expectations of each regarding their
current and future relationships. With these in mind, I examine the steps taken by
boys to move into alternative occupations and social positions using the social

networks established on the streets and in junkyards.

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by presenting a synthesis of the major ethnographic
findings and reflections on the scope of my analysis. In view of the socio-political
context in which the study was undertaken and the nature of my conclusions, I
discuss their implications for those working towards improving the lives of ‘street

children’ in Nepal.
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CHAPTER 1
STREET CHILDREN IN A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

1.0 INTRODUCTION

The aim of this chapter is to describe the approach, work and findings of the
collaborative study undertaken in 1993 to compare the backgrounds, lifestyles and
well-being of homeless street children with those of their peers in Nepal. It provides
a background to the particular set of questions that this research aimed to answer
and the methods used in the enquiry. I explain the criteria used and the questions
raised in categorising these four groups of children in a manner appropriate for
comparative analysis. Throughout the chapter, I discuss the approach and findings
in the light of investigations of child homelessness in other developing countries. Out
of these findings arose further questions that were beyond the scope of this first
study. Lastly I explain the links between the limitations of the early study and the

very different approach taken in my subsequent fieldwork.

1.1 IMAGES OF CHILD HOMELESSNESS:
A SPECIAL VULNERABILITY?
Homeless children in families are increasing in numbers across the country

(United States of America) and have been noted to have frequent health
problems. (Wood et al. 1990:858)

Many engage in risky behaviour....Divorced from a stable social environment,
(street) children easily descend—or are led—into petty thieving, which often
develops into more serious criminality (Black 1993:7)

Millions of children, beset by hunger, disease and violence, are struggling to
survive on Brazil's city streets (The Independent, October 1992)

Reports p:roduced by academics, policy makers and the popular press frequently
associate homelessness! with vulnerability. Homeless people, in any setting, are
therefore categorised as a population ‘at risk’, both physically and psychologically.
In the USA, children of homeless families are found to be in worse physical and

1The term 'homelessness' is used in this chapter to denote current residence outside the
home. It does not distinguish between those children who have a home and those who
are orphaned or have no home.
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psychological health than those of poor housed families (Lewis and Meyers 1989,
Molnar et al. 1990, Wood et al. 1990, Wright 1990). Recent research in a number of
countries, including the USA and Honduras (Wright et al. 1993a) and Sri Lanka
and Norway (Hannsen 1994), points to the similarities in health hazards faced by
children living outside the home in diverse socio-cultural contexts. Cross-cultural
differences are however noted in the demographic characteristics of the young
homeless. In developed countries, the focus of attention is on children of homeless
families and the rising numbers of 'homeless youth'’; teenage runaways who sleep
rough in cities and may resist offers of alternative settled lifestyles (James 1991,
Shinn and Weitzman 1990:4). In contrast, children living independently from family
members in the cities of developing countries have drawn international concern
because they are younger, living in desperate poverty and apparently exist in very
large numbers. Commonly known as ‘street children’, they do not appear to have a
secure home base and are considered vulnerable to the city’s perils. For children in
all cultures, the reasons for and impacts of homelessness seem overridingly negative.
In 1990, a Nepali non-governmental organisation named CWIN (Child Workers in
Nepal) published a report entitled “Lost childhood: survey research on street
children of Kathmandu”. In its preface, Gauri Pradhan, CWIN’s co-ordinator,
introduces a particular group of children:
We have heard about many poor and starving children in third world
countries. They are either malnourished or undernourished. But what about
the children who have made the street their regular home? Yes, they are
called ‘Street Children’ here in this book. Street children are not a traditional
phenomenon in our society. But, it has been increasing every year as part of
our urban reality. The number of street kids in Kathmandu is not so big at
present but (the) magnitude of this problem is intolerable. Poverty in our
society has created many problems and it is complexed [sic] with other

issues. The state of the street children in therefore an outcome of such
complexities.

CWIN's survey report goes on to support the argument that homeless street children
differ from other urban children. Living and sleeping on the streets are associated
with certain common characteristics in their backgrounds and current lifestyles
(plate 1.1). These are described as entirely negative for the individual children and
for wider"society. Pradhan asserts that small numbers at present should not detract
from the issue; street children are suffering now and the population is growing. The
report concludes that the particular problems of street children deserve special

attention and provision.

Our research aimed to pursue the question inherent in this assertion, namely: can
street children be distinguished in this way or are these 'particular problems’ more to

do with society’'s perceptions?
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1.2 PLANNING THE COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

The foregoing CWIN statements echo the presentation of facts and call to action
that are characteristic of other reports of street children aimed at informing the
public and generating their support. Moreover, they resonate with the dominant
themes of research studies produced by academics who have attempted to
document the causes and effects of child homelessness. This initial study
(conducted by Panter-Brick, Todd and myself with the help of Nepali research

assistants?) was conceived in a similar vein and asked the following questions:

1 How do the backgrounds of homeless children differ from those of their

peers?
2 How do homeless children support themselves?
3 What effect does homelessness have on children’s well-being?

In asking these questions, we aimed to find out whether Kathmandu is necessarily a
perilous place for children to live independently and whether Nepali children
always fare better if they live at home. It is worth noting here that we needed to
identify appropriate criteria for judging peril and well-being in order to answer
these questions. As will become apparent, the study afforded opportunity for
reflection on such critical issues of methodology. Before describing our procedure, I

outline some pertinent features of the study setting.

Measures of poverty that include human resources and capacities, as well as
economic assets, rank Nepal as one of the world’s poorest countries3. Its diverse
topography, stretching from the lowland Terai through a large hill region to the high
Himalayas, contributes to large differences within its predominantly rural economy,
and between rural and urban livelihoods. In relation to its land area, Nepal has few
urban centres and most are grouped on the lowland Terai region (see map 1 in
appendix II). The last fifty years have seen large migration from the hills to the Terai
and to urban centres, which on top of a high population growth rate produced a

seven-fold increase in the urban population between 1952 and 1987 (Sattaur

2In Kathmandu,Sarita Sainju, JB Shrestha and Kedar Subedi were employed as research
assistants, as were Dilman Tamang and Yo Ghale in Salme village. Their work was
invaluable to our study.

3 Nepal is ranked 154th out of 175 countries on the basis of the human development index
which comprises three variables: life expectancy, educational attainment and real
GDP per capita (UNDP 1997:55).
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1993:21). The capital, Kathmandu, is the largest urban centre, with a population
approaching 600,000* (CBS 1994:10). In 1990, CWIN estimated there to be
approximately 500 homeless children living on the streets of Kathmandu, and in
1993 they put the figure at 1,000 and rising?-

Previous studies have tended to define distinct groups of ‘street children’ on the
basis of their day-to-day lifestyle and the reasons they give for having left home.
Underlying the lengthy debates about the terminology applied to such groupings is
the assumption that being a street child is in some respects qualitatively different to
being an ordinary poor child, although just what constitutes the latter is seldom
explored. The comparative study was guided by similar expectations of a
uniqueness in homeless street children based on the existing literature®, and on a
sense gained during my undergraduate study, that homeless children regarded
themselves as in some way distinct from their peers (Baker 1993). Following these
expectations, the research was designed to identify differences between home-living
and homeless children according to a number of chosen variables pertaining to
lifestyle and well-being. We therefore assumed the existence of a distinction
between homeless street children and their peers, although at that stage its precise

nature was not known.
Thus our study was planned with three working hypotheses:

1 Homelessness is a distinct state of being, and the past and present
experiences of homeless children are qualitatively different to those of home-

livers.

2 The resulting effects of homelessness on health and lifestyles can be separated
into single and measurable variables. These are applicable to all children, not

just the homeless, and form the basis of comparison.

4The exact figure of 598,528 is the total population of the municipalities of Kathmandu,
Bhaktapur and Lalitpur which together comprise the urban centre of the Kathmandu
valley.

SEstimates of the numbers of homeless street children in Kathmandu must be viewed as
very approximate due to the difficulties in collecting this type of data and the
variance in definitions of ‘street children’ employed (CWS 1996:4).

60ne of the means of classifying street children that influenced our thinking is the
distinction drawn by UNICEF between children 'of' the street who work and sleep on
the streets, and children 'on' the street who, after working in the streets, return each
night to a family home. This distinction is based Tacon's contribution to the policy
debate for street and abandoned children (Tacon 1985), and has since been used in
research and programming globally (Franchet 1996, Rosa et al. 1992, Veale et al. 1993).
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3 The study would indicate the ‘needs’ of children defined as homeless.

It would seem obvious that any research premised on the distinctiveness of
homeless children would require a comparative analysis of children’s lives within
specific physical and social environments. Although a small number of studies have
addressed the differences between ‘street’ and 'market’ children, or those defined as
'of or ‘on’ the street (Rosa et al. 1992, Wright, Kaminsky et al 1993b), comparison
with a range of control groups is rarely integral to research on child homelessness
(Ennew 1994b: 413). We made efforts to place child homelessness in the context of
alternative childhoods by focusing on three peer groups: urban squatter children,

middle-class urban school children and rural children.

1.2.1 PEER GROUP COMPARISON

Data from homeless boys aged between 6 and 17 years and the three peer groups
were collected. Girls were excluded on the basis of the very small numbers of
homeless girls documented by CWIN since 19897. Contact with homeless boys was
established via the CWIN Common Room, where under-privileged children could
rest, eat, play, attend school and receive medical attention. CWIN regularly hold
'health camps' with an emphasis on preventative care for homeless and squatter
children. CWIN agreed to hold a four day health camp to facilitate our study and
the event was publicised by staff during street visits. Children were asked to alert
their friends, thus generating our sample through a snowball effect (Lee 1993). Due
to the potential sample bias towards those in ill-health or those sharing
characteristics unrepresentative of the wider population, we also conducted
research in public spaces frequented by homeless children, including central streets,

temple compounds and market areas, and in the squatter settlement.
The three groups selected for comparison were as follows:

1 Squatter children lived with their families in slum conditions in Kohiti, a
settlement on the banks of the Vishnumati river in Kathmandu (plate 1.1).
Most families had migrated from rural areas in the last 15 years (Yami &
Mikesell 1990) and earned a living as sweepers, market vendors, jewellery
makers or rag-pickers. Many of the children attended a local government

school, worked in the home and sometimes with their parents. Those who had

70f the 418 street children registered by CWIN between 1989 and 1992 only 4% were girls
{Baker 1993:6)
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and the squatter setting,

Plate 1.1 The comparative study: Homeless street boys
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Plate 1.2 The comparative study: Scenes from the urban school and Salme village
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dropped out of or never attended formal school came to the CWIN Common

Room for lessons.

2 School boys attended a private fee-paying school in Kathmandu at which I
had previously taught (plate 1.2). The majority lived locally with their families
and came from middle-class backgrounds (where one or both parents were
educated and/or in full time waged employment), although a few children

were boarders from rural areas or receiving sponsorship.

3 The rural children lived in Salme village in central Nepal (plate 1.2).
Ethnically, these children are Tamangs of Tibeto-Burman origin and members
of the largest single ethnic group in Nepal. In common with the majority of
Nepali hill villagers, residents of Salme relied largely on agro-pastoralist
activities, supplemented with produce from the market and wages earnt
outside the village. Most boys in our sample attended the local school
(comprising of two classes) and had been to the market town at least once.
Among some families there has been migration of a number of members to
Kathmandu in search of work. These migrations include young boys who have

left the village with or without parental permission.

1.3 METHODS AND SAMPLING OF THE 1993 STUDY

The methodology was guided by previous studies and the assumptions described
above as well as the background and skills of the research team (as outlined in the
introduction). We proposed that biological and social anthropology, with
contributions from medicine and psychology, could provide an appropriate
framework for an enquiry of children's experiences and quality of life.
Interdisciplinarity can significantly strengthen analysis of children’s quality of life,
yet poses a number of theoretical and practical challenges (see Streefland 1995 on
interdisciplinary research on AIDS). The major challenge in this approach is to move
beyond the use of multiple methods which yield various types of information, to an

integration of different sets of data that have practical application.

Such integration depends, however, on the robustness of the constituent parts. We
were therefore concerned to use methods that would produce the desired
information given the practical constraints under which we were working. We were
also concerned that tried-and-tested measures of children's well-being used in
studies of street children offered only narrow perspectives on physical or mental
health. These have included the use of case notes taken by health workers during
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interviews with children (Wright et al. 1993a) and psychological tests largely
developed for use in western societies (Aptekar 1989). What we embarked upon
was thus an experiment designed to understand the interrelationships between the
physical, social and psychological aspects of children's well-being using traditional
methods as well as a number of techniques little used outside laboratory conditions.
Table 1 lists the methods used and a brief description of the type of information
produced by each, but a fuller account of rationale and technique is found in
sections below and in prior publications (Baker 1996, Baker et al. 1997, Panter-
Brick et al. 1996, Todd et al. 1996).

Table 1. The range of methods used
and types of data produced in the 1993 study

Methods Indicators of well-being and past experience
anthropometry” growth status
heart rate monitoring* physical activity and fitness
blood spots * nutritional status and response to pathogens
self-report of illnessA perceived morbidity
salivary cortisol** physical and psychosocial stress
survey” demographic histories
observation daily activities and social interaction
photo exercise* peer assessment of personality
semi-structured interviews* family and work background, current lifestyle
thematic drawings* values and experiences

Key

A

Large samples were sought for initial surveys in order to achieve inter-group
comparisons (307 boys aged 6-14 years took part in the anthropometric
survey and 329 boys aged 6-17 years participated in the demographic
survey). Structured observations documented the activities of large numbers of
street children in different areas of the city.

Methods used with samples of only 20 boys aged 11-14 years from each
group.

Gaining a representative sample is one methodological issue frequently debated in
studies of homeless people (Burnam and Koegel 1988). Research was conducted in
a number of locations (see above) in order to correct for institutional bias, and all
children were asked how many> times per week they visited the CWIN Common
Room. We were able to verify the representativeness of our sample in terms of age
and frequency of visit to the Common Room using CWIN's registration data, which
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they judged to cover the vast majority of children living on the streets® The
representativeness of the homeless sample is shown in table 2 (from Panter-Brick et
al. 1996:443), and further details of the sampling procedure and reasons for the age

criteria used given in appendix I.

Table 2. Sample representativeness
of the homeless children studied in 1993

Age (yr) 6-9 10 11 12 13 14 Total
N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)

Census 50 (10) 52 (10) 58 (12) 138 (28) 99 (20) 102 (20) 499 (100)
Sample 5 (5) 8 (7) 14 (12) 13 (28) 35 (31) 19 (17) 111 (100)

Census comprises all 6-14 year-old homeless boys registered by CWIN (Child
Workers in Nepal) by December 1993.

Precise characteristics of samples from the four groups of children, research
locations and personnel involved are detailed in publications that report
specifically on the anthropometric survey (Panter-Brick et al 1996a, Todd 1996),
demographic survey (Baker et al 1997), heart rate monitoring (Panter-Brick et al
1996 (b,c)) and cortisol survey (Worthman and Panter-Brick 1996). Analysis of the
cortisol study and the photo-test designed to measure children's responses to
psycho-social stress is on-going, and a statistical analysis of the structured

observations is planned.

At the outset of our study, we were aware that its comparative aims and
dependence on the survey would lead us into problems of definition with respect to
our research subjects and the questions we were asking. For example, in the context
of a paucity in comparative research, our focus on the homeless group had the
potential to reinforce the widespread research bias towards street children and
away from others deserving care (Glauser 1990:147). Although our study included
poor children living with their families (represented in the squatter and village
groups), the omission of those living in the workplace such as domestic servants
and carpét weavers, meant that we were unable to assess the impact of different
working environments on children’s lives. Moreover, because surveys are designed to
standardise measures of children’s lives and use a limited number of variables, they

may exclude important aspects of children’s experiences that are relevant to

8This was later confirmed during structured observation by the small proportion of
children met on the streets who reported never having been to CWIN.
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category distinctions. However, we were also aware that in many ways, it was the
very process of definition that might enable us to look more closely at the fit
between the categories we assigned to these children, and any factors that
differentiate their backgrounds or current lifestyles. At this stage we did not
question the assumptions about lifestyle that have formed categories of children
and topics of research interest. Before discussing the problem of selecting
appropriate criteria for categorising children into groups, I will attempt to convey
something of the impressions we gained of street children's lives while doing this

research. The following is an extract from the journal I wrote during this study:

This morning’s structured observation of street children'’s activities began at
six o’clock at a busy crossroads in the city centre. Four boys were stirring in
a shelter near the temple where on previous nights I have seen several
huddled shapes and guessed that they were homeless boys. It was Bhim and
his three friends, all of whom I've talked to before. They were pleased to see
me, chatting avidly about spitting in a tube and then getting a cup of tea. All
four were filthy and had open sores on their legs, arms and heads. (They
showed no embarrassment about the procedure—rather the whole process
was unusually jolly as they checked the quality and amount of each other’s
samples and responses to the questionnaire!) Bhim complained to me that
his clothes had been stolen while he was sleeping and when he spoke of a
plan to visit the NGO centre, the others opted to join him. I bought the
customary tea and donuts from a pavement stall and they seemed to enjoy
my presence, handing me the first cup and telling other customers (most of
whom were adult male porters) that “she is our miss”. A middle aged
woman, who did not appear rich, approached to tell the boys that there is a
better life than begging and sleeping in the streets, that they should wash
themselves and change their lives by studying or looking for work. The boys
did not pay her much attention and I wondered whether my presence had
precipitated her comments.

Watching the four boys munching their donuts, I was struck by the way they
looked out for each other, while at the same time demonstrating very volatile
behaviour; aggression, open crying and loud laughter following in quick
succession. For example, one snatched the remaining piece of his friend’s
donut and hid it in his pocket then gave it back grinning. Then, as a result of
having to divide the extra donut between four, a play fight in which the scab
was knocked off Nabin’s knee causing him to cry openly like a baby, evolved
rapidly into a real fight where punches were aimed to hurt. Within minutes,
the pieces of donut were re-distributed and they began to give each other
piggy-backs down the road. It was difficult to make sense of what I had
seen; apparent child-like immaturity in the extremes of their behaviour, yet
an obvious responsibility for their own survival and an input in that of their
friends, that I would normally associate with adulthood.

The above is a brief snapshot of the activities and social interactions of street
children observable during the research process. It illustrates something of the
process termed 'participant observation' that formed the basis of our interpretation
of the survey data, as well as showing the kind of questions that were forming in my
own mind while collecting quantitative data. At the end of this chapter I describe

what I felt to be the important areas of enquiry not encompassed in this study that
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formed the foundations of my subsequent research. Before doing so, [ will highlight
significant findings of our study and will draw out some of the benefits and

problems of a survey approach in terms of data analysis.

1.4 DEBATING CATEGORIES OF CHILDREN

[t is widely accepted that a meaningful comparative study demands maximum
homogeneity within groups and qualitative distinctions between them. For this
reason, [ will discuss the criteria we used to classify membership in each of the four
groups of children, and in particular the 'homeless street children'. Diverse means of
classifying street children are apparent in the literature and include habitual
sleeping place (Veale et al 1993, Campos et al. 1994), value orientation towards
home or street life (Bourdillon 1994, Glauser 1990), and whether children were
abandoned by family or took the decision themselves to leave home (Aptekar 1989,
Felsman 1984). Such variation in criteria, when considered in the light of my earlier
observations of the different occupations and living arrangements among
Kathmandu's street children, alerted us to the probability that we would not be able
to classify ‘homeless street children’ in any comprehensive way. Indeed, as I have
already indicated, our aim was to investigate differences between and within

groups, that would in turn contest our own classification.

When we set out to investigate physical well-being, we assumed that we could
define our four groups using the criteria of physical and social living conditions. We
included the local habitat, the socio-economic position of families and children's
position with respect to their families. Thus rural-urban differences in habitat and
economic security of the household distinguish the village, urban squatter and urban

middle-class children.

Kathmandu's street children have been described in very general terms as those who
are seen “roaming around and sleeping on the pavement” (CWIN 1990a:1) While
reliance on visible appearance may seem inadequate, these words portray the
essence of being a homeless child; daily independence from family members or
employers and as a result, living and working on the streets. We therefore used
sleeping place as an indicator of homelessness, and in order to make distinctions
with squatter children, we asked the question “where did you sleep last night?”
Those who did not respond “at home” were classed as homeless street children.
But, a significant limitation of this criterion is that it fails to accommodate
children’s mobility between sleeping places. We risked excluding children whose

preceding night at home was a rarity and we did not distinguish between 'homeless’
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children who were to some extent dependent on NGO night shelters and junkyards
(in which there is varying adult supervision) and those homeless on the street. One
option was to use alternative criteria based on children's experiences of departure
from the home or on the local term for 'street children’. Nevertheless, we judged

these to be more problematic for the following reasons.

Some researchers have adopted Felsman's distinction between ‘abandoned’ and
‘abandoning’ children (sometimes termed 'runaways'), because they feel that the
extent to which a child directed his actions makes for a different relationship with
the street environment and ability to cope with its challenges (Aptekar 1989,
Hannsen 1994). This classification is useful in terms of acknowledging children's
agency in their departure from home, however it contains the implicit assumption
that these 'abandoners’ have made a psychological transition to the values of the
street and rejected those of the home (Todd 1995:13). Furthermore, as will become
evident in this thesis, it fails to consider the effects of living in the city as a 'street

child’ (khate) on self-identity and thus quality of life.

In this study, we also rejected the use of self-definitions using the local term khate.
We did so because in our initial survey, membership could only have been
determined by the question “Are you a khate?”. Although attractive in terms
capturing an individual’s sense of self in relation to others, at this stage we, (and I
include our Nepali assistants), lacked the knowledge to use this category
appropriately. In asking boys the above question, we would have indicated our
assumption that khate are distinct from other children. However it would not have
been clear to our informants whether we based our assumption on psychological,
social or physical factors. Moreover, we could not expect a consensus of definition
amongst all who would call themselves khate. We were also aware of changes in
local usage of the term khate. While once a term used only amongst the rag-picker
boys who coined it, over the last ten years khate has entered the public vocabulary
and refers to all homeless street children regardless of whether they rag-pick or beg.
The advocacy work of local NGOs and the media has been a primary force in
making the term common currency and is one that is contested by some boys
currentl); living on the streets (Onta-Bhatta 1996:183-186). In the light of
associations made between khate and deviance in the public domain, we considered
it unfair to ask individuals whether they identified themselves with a ‘deviant’
group, as well as problematic in terms of truthfulness of responses. In short, our
reason for rejecting a definition based on the term khate was the indication of a

range of constructions of the khate identity.
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Our difficulties in finding appropriate criteria to define 'homeless street children’
lend support to the argument that the term 'street child' is in fact a social construct.
Writers working in diverse cultural contexts have argued that this construction is
based upon the dissonance between dominant western notions of an appropriate
childhood and the social and physical environment of 'the street’ that is perceived
to threaten such notions (Aptekar 1988, Ennew 1994b, Swart 1990, Tyler et al
1992). Glauser suggests that one of the reasons we need to conceptualise 'street
children' as a category is because conventional western ideas about children's needs,
for example a safe and emotionally secure environment epitomised in the 'family
home', are plainly at odds with the risks of abuse and other dangers associated
with urban spaces that are beyond adult supervision (Glauser 1990:145). As well as
concern for children's well-being, the tendency to classify 'street children’ is
motivated by society's desire to protect its norms of order and the "integrity,

tranquility, security and property” of the public (ibid.:146).

By deconstructing the term 'street child’, we were forced to consider the possibility
that our categorisations were motivated not only by the demands of a comparative
study, but by a vested interest in protecting our notions of what children should
and should not be doing. However, at the outset we needed workable group
definitions in order to proceed with research that would shed further light on
alternative criteria by which children may be distinguished. These early attempts to
identify workable group definitions provided the basis for my later efforts to pursue
the subtle complexities of relationships between the individual life course and

connectedness to the ‘home’ in Nepal.

1.5 EXPLORING REASONS FOR LEAVING HOME

The demographic survey included the question "why did you leave home?" and
responses were grouped to give a broad indication of the major factors prompting
children's departures (see table 3). We further explored the differences in children's
home backgrounds through semi-structured interviews. Questions were prepared for
both of these in consultation with CWIN staff and our research assistants. The
demographic questionnaire was administered alongside the anthropometric survey
and, owing to time and coding restrictions, could only ask brief questions relating to
children'’s family context and their current occupations. Large samples from each of
the four groups allowed us to perform a statistical analysis in order to look at intra

and inter-group differences.
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Table 3. Reasons stated by homeless boys for departure from home
(from Baker et al. 1997:135)

N %
ECONOMIC (total) 30 35
No food or money 7 8
Looking for employment 18 21
Was asked to earn by family member 5 6
FAMILY RELATED (total) 36 42
Poor relations with biological relative* 20 23
Poor relations with step-parent* 11 13
Orphaned or “felt alone” 4 5
Illness in the family 1 1
INDEPENDENCE 20 23

N = 86 homeless boys
* Neglect, abuse or mere presence of step-parent was reported

The span of responses mirrors those reported in other studies of street children's
backgrounds conducted in Nepal (CWIN 1990a CWD 1994), elsewhere in Asia
(Chaterjee 1992:23) and in other parts of the world (Martins and
Ebrahim1993:265). The fact that over one third of the responses are directly related
to economic hardship, plus the likelihood that lack of opportunity at home
heightened boys' desire for independence in the city, suggests that economic factors
play a significant role in child homelessness. The CWIN report, like those generated
in other developing countries, cites poverty—in its economic, political and social
complexity—as "the principal reason why children make the street their home”
(CWIN 1990:3). Of course, the effects of poverty are not spread evenly amongst
Nepal's people, but are structured across geographical area as well as social
divisions according to living environment, caste, gender and age. Thus poverty is
experienced differently among families within a community and also by the
individuals within families. Children of poor families, and more especially girls in
Nepal, are widely assumed by the public and in development spheres as being
especially vulnerable because they have little influence within the family and are
neglected by the state (Sattaur 1993:51, Yogi 1994:20). At the same time, there is
growing recognition of the vital contributions children make to the household's
livelihood through domestic, agricultural or waged work (see chapter 3). Until

recently, research with a quantitative component has rarely focused on children's
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working roles and responsibilities that are integral to their relationships with the
family and community. A probable reason for the general paucity of research in this
area, and the failure of our initial study to address these relationships, is that the
survey is an inappropriate tool for the job. As Todd points out, quantification is a
process that can destroy meaning because information is lost in coding the open-
ended responses to survey questionnaires (Todd 1995:37)% Although coding was
done using more extensive information from the semi-structured interviews and
thematic drawings, we were unable to fully understand the reasons behind actions
taken by children, or relatives on their behalf, in response to long-term or acute

poverty.

A second set of questions posed in the survey attempted to connect children’s
departure from home with socio-economic and cultural factors that were part of
their families and communities. Questions were asked about the whereabouts of
their home. Responses revealed that only a small minority (16%) of homeless
children came from Kathmandu itself, with a similar percentage from within the
valley (see table 6 in Baker et al. 1997:141). A significant proportion (43%) came
from towns on roads to the Indian border and the remainder (28%) were from rural
areas between eight hours and four days travel from Kathmandu (ibid.). The
pattern suggests that homelessness is connected to the larger context of rural to
urban migration. It also indicated the general increase in travel resulting from recent
improvements in transport and communication between the rural and urban areas,
and particularly the regular bus services between border towns and the capital. In
the light of these findings, and the reportedly large numbers of migrant children
working in factories and the service industry in urban areas, I was prompted to
pursue an analysis of child homelessness as part of the process of labour migration

(see chapter 3).

On the basis of children's surname we were able to compare the ethnic composition
of the homeless sample with the squatter and school children in Kathmandu.
Ethnicity and caste are linked both to geographical origins and to socio-economic
status. Across Nepal's regions, particular ethnic groups predominate. For example,

the Tamangs!®live in much of Central Nepal including Nuwakot district where the

9The contributions of methodological issues raised in this study to the design of my
subsequent research are discussed in chapter 2.

10Tamangs are of Tibeto-Burman origin. In the 1854 legal code (Muluki Ain), the Tamangs,
Gurungs, Rais, Limbus, Sherpas and other hill groups, were inserted into a middle
position in the Hindu caste structure between the high caste Brahmins and Chettris,
and the occupational and untouchable castes (including leatherworkers, blacksmiths
and tailors) (Hofer 1979:54).
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study village, Salme, is located. The rural boys in our study were all Tamang. We
excluded the blacksmiths (low caste Indo-Aryans) due to the small size of their

community.

It might seem surprising at first that the ethnic composition of the homeless group
shows a closer resemblance to the urban school group than to the poor urban
squatters (figure 1). In Nepal, caste and socio-economic status are related, but high
caste families without land are found in the squatter areas, and among low caste
communities, some families are comparatively wealthy (Johnson et al. 1995:33,
Valentin 1996). Hence, while caste cannot be used to indicate socio-economic status
in contemporary Nepali society, these results show that the homeless children do

not necessarily come from the most destitute sectors of society.

If poverty alone cannot explain child homelessness, it would seem that another
major causal factor is the family. Precisely because public opinion often assumes
that street children are from 'failed families’ (Ennew 1994b:411), researchers are in
danger of taking on board normative notions of the 'successful family’ when they
attempt to untangle the particular prompting factors to children leaving the home. A
comparison of the family compositions amongst the four groups of children
indicated that homeless children in Nepal are rarely orphans (see figure 2). As
shown earlier (table 3), homeless children reported a range of family difficulties
including loss of parents, neglect and abuse by family members, that contributed to
their departure from home. However, as I will demonstrate in chapter 3, an
appreciation of the social and cultural context of childhood and family life in Nepal
is necessary to interpret these findings.

In terms of family composition, the distinguishing feature of the homeless children is
the presence of step-parents who appear to have influenced the reasons behind a
child's departure, as well as the age at which they left home. Children in
stepfamilies reported leaving because of abuse, not because of poverty or to acquire
independence, and all were aged 10 years or below when they left. Yet the reader
will note that conflict and abuse occurs as frequently with biological relatives as
with step-parents (table 3). Although there are no official statistics available
documenting rates of step-parenting in Nepal, we can safely assume that a large
proportion of stepchildren do not experience conflict with their step-parents and

remain in the home. In this light, our findings implicate family members as being '
potentially protective of, or contributory to, a child’s homelessness. However, they
offer few clues as to the economic and social pressures operating on parents, their
efforts to resolve such difficulties and children's understandings of these, nor of the

extent to which children regard the decision to leave as their own.
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1.6 EARNING AND LIVING ON THE STREETS:
LINKS WITH HOME?

Our second and third research questions relate to the experiences of being a
homeless street child. Prior research in Nepal gave us the impression that, having
reached the streets, life for these children is a wholly negative combination of past
and present experience; “neglect, abandonment, premature work activities, little or
no schooling, sexual exploitation, physical or mental abuse, deliquency, hunger etc.”
(CWIN 1990:1). Moreover, it was stated that such a situation would lead to "a very
high risk of the child’s break-up with all contacts with his/her family and
community,” (ibid). But on what grounds was the link made between the adoption
of ‘a street lifestyle’ and total separation from family members? The frequency and
nature of contact with home or family was an obvious area to explore and so we
began by asking children when they last visited their home. Almost three quarters of
the homeless children reported visiting once or several times per year, often for
important religious festivals such as Dasainll. Thus, in contrast to Sattaur's
assertion that few street children "know the whereabouts of their relatives or
guardians”, the majority of participants in our study had some contact with home.
Others have pointed to the myth that the process of becoming a street-based child
necessarily leads to the complete severing of family relations (Ennew 1994a:14,
Glauser 1990:141). In our study, relatively infrequent home contact among boys
with step-parents and the lack of connections between frequency of visits, daily
income or travel time, suggest that family structure and quality of relationships are

significant to the type of contact maintained between children and their homes.

In order to find out more about the ‘lifestyles’ of homeless children and begin to
measure their relative success in being homeless, we asked questions about their
work and daily income. Rag-picking was the predominant occupation, especially for
older children, yielding higher earnings than begging or other jobs (eg washing or
guarding vehicles, tempo-conductor, portering). Daily income was evaluated on the
basis of children's responses to the question "how much did you earn yesterday?".
The answers ranged widely with 41% stating less than 25 rupees (£0.33), the
approximate cost of a day’s food. At the opposite end of the scale 23%, most of
them rag-pickers, reported earning between 50 and 200 rupees (£0.66 — £2.50) per
day which is equivalent to or more than daily pay for labour on a construction site.

HDasain is an important Hindu festival in the month of Asoj (late September to early
October) when families gather to worship the goddess Durga and feast on meat.
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Although a large number of children appear to be in a precarious economic position
and in danger of going hungry, our initial survey could not document the networks
of support used by children, for instance loan arrangements between friends or with
employers, and provision by NGO drop-in centres. Nor were we able, at this stage,
to look at children’s mobility in terms of changes in occupation, social group and

living arrangements.

Even after accounting for their connections with the home, homeless street children
are usually considered distinct because they are outside the family sphere on a day-
to-day basis. However, early observations showed that there are considerable
overlaps between the physical surroundings and activities of homeless street and
squatter children. Some squatter children rag-pick frequently for their families and
many homeless rag-pickers sell their goods, relax with friends and often build small
sleeping shelters in junkyards in the squatter settlement. Clearly our comparative
analysis needed to take into account these similarities between the groups.
Moreover, over time intra-group differences became apparent that challenged the
basis on which our comparisons rested and confirmed that boxing children into
categories will always be problematic. For example, street children's occupations,
especially rag-picking and begging, appeared to make use of 'the streets' at different
times and in different ways. Moreover, observation indicated that beggars and rag-
pickers have the potential to form meaningful social relationships in a range of
environments, but that these might differ in character depending on whether they

were frequenting a market area, a tourist spot or a junkyard in the suburban slum.

1.7 INDICATORS OF PHYSICAL AND PSYCHOSOCIAL WELL-BEING

Conclusions about the effects of street living on children often include assertions
such as;"the child’s physical, mental and emotional development is hampered and

he starts a new street culture which is the mixture of many social problems” (CWIN
1990:1)

Physical health is thought to be endangered by work activities, a lack of shelter,
washing facilities or access to medical care, as well as a poor and inconsistent diet.
Indeed, it is difficult to refute such assumptions when one can observe skin sores
and infected wounds on children’s arms, legs and faces. The CWIN study describes
a general lack of routine in their eating and sleeping patterns that effects physical
and emotional health. Eating whatever “food they can find, beg or steal” that
includes leftovers from restaurants and rubbish tips, and sleeping “whenever they

feel tired”, the image presented is of scavengers wandering without direction or
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purpose (CWIN 1990:6,9). In her comparison of street children to "weathercocks",
Agnelli promoted the image of street children as passive respondents to
environmental circumstances (Agnelli 1986:37). The absence of a guiding force in
such portrayals of street children’s lives fuels assumptions that they are especially

vulnerable to physical harm and exploitation in the absence of adult protection.

We aimed to look behind these myriad perceptions using measures of well-being
drawn from biological anthropology. Although 'well-being’ undoubtedly relates to
quality of life, its component aspects are rarely precisely defined and are prioritised
differently across disciplines. I would suggest that there is consensus that ‘well-
being’ includes physical and psychological health. However, the definition only
sometimes includes psychosocial elements such as being being able to cope with
change, a capability that is related to positive self-esteem and sense of inclusion

within a group (see for example Tyler et al. 1992).

It is important to emphasise that ‘well-being’ was not tightly defined prior to
research because we aimed to explore the various aspects of well-being and
investigate causal links to the range of home backgrounds of children within the four
groups studied. In this regard, our research was experimental in nature. We were
testing both the practicalities of implementing what we saw as the appropriate set

of methods, and also the feasibility of integrating the results generated.

In order to question widespread assumptions of street children's overall inferior
physical well-being, our anthropometric survey recorded the weights, heights and
ages of children from all four groups and achieved a measure of health called
growth status. It is well recognised that “the most constant and characteristic
marker of childhood malnutrition is growth failure” (Mascie-Taylor 1991:56). Thus
a child’s growth status is an indicator of his/her past, present and future health.
Moreover, “poor nutrition, disease, delayed mental and social development, and
impaired physical performance have all been linked to inadequate growth” (Todd et
al 1996:152). Measurements of growth status are widely used in nutritional surveys
because they are straightforward to collect. Details of the field procedure and
statistical analysis can be found in two preceding publications (Panter-Brick et al.
1996a, Todd et al. 1996).

Two findings deserve particular attention. First, the urban middle-class school-
children achieved the greatest height-for-age (where low scores show chronic under-
nutrition) as we had anticipated. The more surprising result was that homeless boys
were significantly taller than both the squatter and the village boys (figure 3)
(Panter-Brick et al. 1996a).
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Several possible explanations were identified for the respective alignment of growth
measures for the village, squatter and homeless boys on the basis of triangulation of
data from heart-rate monitoring and morbidity surveys (see Panter-Brick 1996a,b,c,
Todd 1996). One of these is the lower level of intense physical activity amongst
homeless street boys than village boys. Others include the more varied diet and
greater access to medical treatment available to homeless street boys than to both

village and squatter children!2.

The second notable result was that among the homeless sample there was no
evidence of a deterioration of growth status with length of time spent on the streets
(which ranged from 1 week to 9 years). Although the data are cross-sectional not
longitudinal and should therefore be interpreted with caution, they suggest that
homeless children, despite the lack of a home or family, are able to maintain their
growth while on the streets (Todd et al. 1996:154). In a comparison of height-for-
age and time of arrival on the street, there is some evidence that first-time arrivals
are tall to begin with. Moreover, there was little evidence to suggest that our sample
was biased towards those doing well on the streets. Given that such results are
indicative of a better diet or lower levels of infection in early childhood, they raise
the possibility that many currently homeless children come from families who are, or
were, relatively economically secure. While the latter results are important in
confronting stereotypes about the nutritional status of street children, the fact that
homeless, squatter and village boys all had impaired growth relative to the middle
class school children, confirms that poverty in any context underlies negative
outcomes on children's health. The combination of empirical measures of physical
well-being described above accounted for the impact of past and present lifestyle
characteristics, but did not include an enquiry into children's perspectives on the

effect of illness in their daily lives (a topic I took up in my later research).

In an attempt to measure psychosocial aspects of children’'s well-being, saliva
samples were collected to compare differences between groups in levels of the

hormone cortisol!3. This technique has been developed to provide a biological

12 Fitness, as indicated by heart rate, is recognised to be beneficial to physical well-being.
However, high activity levels demand more energy expenditure and therefore more
energy input in the diet, if children are to sustain normal growth. The greater
proportion of children who are short for their age found in the village can be explained
by their high activity levels in agricultural work, the relative paucity of protein and
nutrients in their diet, and levels of infection. '

13Cortisol is a steroid hormone produced in the HPA (hypothalamic-pituitary-
adrenocorticol) system that responds to arousal or stress (Worthman and Panter-Brick
1996:6).
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measure of psychosocial stress and is recent to child health studies (Flinn
1995:854). Differences in cortisol levels between groups of children have been
analysed (see Worthman and Panter-Brick 1996), however two significant problem
areas remain in this investigation. The first is in controlling for further factors that
raise cortisol levels namely diurnal variation, food consumption, time since waking
and temperament (ibid.:7). The second problem lies corrolating the physiological
arousal shown in cortisol levels with a notion of ‘stress” meaningful to Nepali
children. Stress is a problematic concept and especially so when applied cross-
culturally. It is not possible to translate the term directly to Nepali and the nearest
equivalents used by children, namely 'worry' (pir) or ‘weakness' (kanijori), are closely
connected to a person's position within social network of family or friends, rather
than particular events occurring to the individual. It is for this reason, that I decided
not to pursue an analysis of 'stress’ as conceived in Nepal, but rather to focus on the
social relationships in which homeless children are engaged and their evaluations of
the support obtained from these. In the light of widespread assumptions of the poor
mental health of street children in Kathmandu (shown for example in the desire for
counselling training amongst NGO staff) and conflicting evidence from other
contexts (Felsman 1984:13, Aptekar 1989), I was interested to investigate factors
that contributed to homeless children's inclusion in various 'street settings' and to

their self-esteem.

1.8 CONTEXTUALISING RESULTS:
DEMANDS FOR AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH

At the beginning of this chapter I drew attention to the common association between
child homelessness and vulnerability. Evidently, the comparative approach used in
the research described above allowed us to further understand homeless children's
backgrounds and the effects of street living, as indicated by the variables we chose
to measure. The outcome has been to challenge the assumption that a homeless
lifestyle is qualitatively distinct from the lifestyles of other Nepali children and that
it has purely negative effects on physical and psychosocial well-being. A further
outcome of the survey approach was to raise a number of important questions that
were beyond the scope of our research at that time. Many of these questions
demanded an appreciation of the particular social and cultural context, and
analytical space for the subjective interpretation of becoming and being homeless
given by children. For these reasons I planned a further year's research grounded in

ethnographic enquiry.
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1.9 METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS:
A CRITIQUE OF OUR SURVEY APPROACH

The ability of surveys to "reveal the tips of many icebergs" is both a strength and a
weakness (Clifford 1997:244). The limitation of the surveys used in our study were
that they could not account for the wider socio-economic processes and cultural
factors involved in children’s departure from home and their lifestyle on the streets.
Their shortcomings prompted me to investigate children’s participation in rural to
urban migration as well as cultural factors influencing the socialisation of Nepali

children within their families and the wider community.

I alluded earlier to the importance of cultural norms of childhood in constructing the
image of 'the street child'. The subject of children's work is one which has provoked
much recent debate, and one in which there appear to be ambivalent social norms.
For example, Sattaur reports that “survival in the streets is a full time job” for street
children, and describes the long hours they work in menial jobs for very low pay
(Sattaur 1993:22). However an alternative portrayal of the street child is apparent
in CWIN's summary of "bitter facts” about the street children of Kathmandu:
Most children do not labour hard like other working children. They are

influenced by (the) bad street atmosphere and have learnt all types of bad
habit (CWIN 1990:preface)

Here the suggestion is that homeless street children have taken a soft option which
is in some way morally questionable. In our initial study and in many other reports
written about street children, too little attention is paid to the social context of
children’s work and its significance for them as individuals and as family members.
Our research indicated that the search for work was a frequent reason to leave
home in the village and travel to the city. What we could not tell was the extent to
which boys were working and earning for their family, and thus the significance of ‘a
good job' as a connection with home for those living in the city. It was my
impression that by exploring ideas and values connected with certain occupations,
and with street living, a clearer picture of children's relationship with "home' once

living on the street would emerge.

Two further shortcomings of our comparative survey are related to the level of
analysis. The first was an omission of the macro-level factors influencing children's
well-being in the urban and rural environments investigated. We were therefore
unable to account for the larger social processes that force families and children to
take certain decisions relating to residence, work and schooling. The second relates

to our focus on differences between groups of children, which prevented an
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appreciation of the diversity within each group. We were therefore unable to
investigate children's responses to being known as khate and thereby ascertain what
being homeless means to individual children. In addition to pursuing this
substantive question, I strove to address a number of ethical concerns centred
around issues of consent and co-operation in my subsequent research (see appendix
IT). My view was that the ethical problems encountered in the first study demanded
methodological changes that would address the social and political context of street
children's daily lives as well as those who work with them. The next chapter
documents this development in the light of the questions emerging from the study

described above and the theoretical perspective chosen.
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CHAPTER 2
GROUNDING MY RESEARCH

2.0 INTRODUCTION

The comparative study described in chapter 1 revealed a great deal about the
experiences of children living in different settings in Nepal. It also highlighted gaps
in my understanding that prevented me from fully appreciating the significance of
these experiences to children currently based on the streets. My intentions for
subsequent research could, in some ways, be described as back-pedalling; to study
children's everyday experiences and their own interpretations of these, as well as
perceptions of others in Nepal that collectively define ‘street children’. I did not set
out to repeat previous enquiries because these had fulfilled their purpose, generating
information on children's backgrounds and lifestyles using a range of variables. In
the next phase of research, I aimed to pursue complementary approaches that
would yield substantive information concerning the context of homelessness
amongst children in Nepal. In addition to asking what being homeless on the streets
means for children here and now, I was interested in its consequences for their

futures.

This chapter sets out the framework upon which my research was built. I describe
the process of evaluation of the former study which enabled me to define my
research objectives and approach. The theoretical perspectives which informed my
research design are outlined prior to a description of the methods employed. I draw
attention to some critical ethical and theoretical issues that arose during the course

of research and subsequent data analysis.

2.1 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

As pointed out in the preceding chapter, use of the survey method during the 1993
comparative study relied on the distinctiveness of the four groups of children. It
was found that the four groups were sufficiently homogenous, according to certain
demographic variables, to support an analysis of between group differences. While
the categories used were not considered to be rigid, the methods employed in this
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study were clearly inappropriate for close study of similarities and differences

within groups of homeless, squatter, urban middle-class and rural children.

Initial analysis of the semi-structured interviews showed that individual children
move between the categories assigned (see appendix IV). For example, some
squatter boys attend a private school and their lifestyles resemble those of middle-
class school boys. Others, however, rag-pick daily for their families and are friends
with homeless street boys, meaning that they spend longer periods of time outside
the home relative to other squatter children, and may potentially move out to
become 'homeless'. Amongst the so-called homeless children, there are individuals
who visit home regularly and thus may consider themselves part of the family

although they are not co-resident.

Clearly one of the limitations of an approach which deals solely with externally
imposed categories is that it failed to encompass children’s subjective experiences.
Anthropologists have drawn on linguistic concepts to distinguish between
experiential and analytical categories, distinguishing these as emic and etic
respectively (Seymour-Smith 1990:92)!- To my mind, there were two powerful
reasons to attempt an emic perspective on street living for children in Kathmandu.
The first was to examine boys' subjective understandings of their past and present
experiences which had hitherto not been attempted. The second was to ascertain
the impact of popular concepts relating to children's activities and living
environment on these boys' understandings of their lifestyles, and by association,
themselves as persons. In other words, I wanted to probe the meaning of khate, the
local term for children living on the streets, and question the extent to which this
definition and all its connotations influence their self-image and actions. Before I
outline the methodology used to pursue such an enquiry, I explain the links between
the outcomes of the initial study and the issues I judged to be pertinent to my

impending research.

Having found out that street living does not especially hinder Nepali children's
physical growth, I was curious to know what its effects are on the social experience

of childhood and of growing into adulthood. Our previous study indicated that

1 Theoreticians vary in their use of emic and etic as forms of analysis (Crane and Angrosino
1992:122). Here, an etic analysis is one in which data are described according to the
observer's criteria and classification, whereas an emic analysis aims to bring out
indigenous meanings and categories. Thus an emic analysis must be verified against
opinions of those people under study as opposed to the wider scientific community
(Silverman 1977:9). However, it should be pointed out that even the most emically
oriented study necessarily has an etic component in order to communicate
anthropological knowledge to readers from the writer's community.

39



street children shared the common experiences of work at an early age and
inconsistent school attendance with their counterparts in the village and city
squatter settlement. A further similarity was reflected in the extent to which village
and squatter children had travelled between rural and urban areas, in the company
of relatives or friends. The principle distinguishing features of the homeless group
revealed in the demographic survey were a higher proportion of step-parents, prior
conflict within the family, and current economic independence of the family. These
findings suggested significant variation between homeless children’s physical,
economic and even emotional connectedness with their homes and families. I
therefore set out to question the significance of a period of homelessness during
childhood within generalised notions of the life course in Nepal. My task was to
determine the characteristics of 'normal’ Nepali childhoods and then ask particular

questions including:

* How does living on the streets on a day-to-day basis affect boys’ family

affiliation and interaction with members of the urban community?

* What kind of peer relationships develop on the street and what kind of
support do they offer children?

* What are the problems experienced when making the transition from

childhood to adulthood within street-based social networks?

The above questions are enquiries about the lived experiences of street children in
Nepal. They pertain to the nature of khate experience in relation to that of other
poor Nepali children. When investigating at the level of street children’s experiences,
my aim was to prioritise their perspectives as opposed to those of adults who
could undoubtedly provide ready and often stereotypical answers to these

questions.

At the outset of this chapter I queried the effects of categorisation as khate on
individual children, thereby alerting the reader to a second level of investigation;
that of social identity. The critical issue here is the role of public opinion in
construing khate as a group with a shared identity. Should this identity involve some
form of social stigma (as was indicated in the comparative study), what part does
this play in children's everyday lives? The effect on individuals of prevailing
attitudes with the potential to marginalise street children can only be fully

understood in the context of the structural features of Nepali society. Thus an |
analysis of the way in which institutionalised social relations function to privilege

certain groups and marginalise others in economic and political terms, must run
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alongside an enquiry into dominant attitudes and values pertaining to street
children.

The previous study indicated that in Nepal, as elsewhere, values that guide ideas
about what is and is not acceptable in children's lives, position street children as a
group who need attention. It was my intention to explore the sources of such values
and the particular kinds of attention they prescribed for street children. Hence my
first point of investigation was the spectrum of ideas about childhood and
children's needs that are found amongst Nepali communities. I suspected that
Nepal's ethnic and religious diversity would make any definition of 'a Nepali
childhood' problematic (see chapter 3), as would the intermingling of notions of a
'good' childhood originating outside Nepal. Much of the recent sociological literature
points to the imposition of Northern-informed? developmental psychology that has
no space for cultural relativism in evaluating maturation or defining children'’s needs
and policies to address these (Bar-On 1997:71, Woodhead 1997b:8). The
impression gained is that, as advocacy and interventions for street children have
increased, so has the tenacity of the Northern cultural values upon which they are
based. In order to assess the role of such values in Nepal, it was necessary to

research the historical development of action for street children (see chapter 5).

Whatever their cultural origins, there is a common tension evident in ideas about
childhood. For, while asserting forms of structural distinction between children and
mainstream adult society, those defining ‘child” and ‘adult’ must recognise that
children are in the process of maturing into that very society. As Qvortrup reminds
us, the important point here is that although children grow up, "childhood itself
does not disappear but remains a social form" (Qvortrup 1995:14). Just as children
pose a particular theoretical challenge to social scientists who attempt to theorise
their involvement in social relationships, street children potentially present a
conundrum to those who try to improve their situation. For, if street children'’s
actions are considered to be detrimental to their own well-being, evidence that they
are coping in some way with street living raises questions about the value
judgements that are applied to their behaviour. To address these questions, I set out
to investi‘gate the extent to which factors other than their identity as ‘children’ were

sources of concern to members of the public.

2 In order to reflect the wider political context and follow current convention, I use the
North-South distinction as opposed to that between Western and non-Western
societies.
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In summary, I draw attention to the main issues relevant to the two levels of my
enquiry. The first level focuses on children's experience and follows up issues that
were significant to boys interviewed during the initial study. These included their
circumstances of departure from home, relationships formed on the street, contact
with relatives, means of earning and opportunities to leave the street. The focus of
the second level, namely self and group identities, demanded a closer look at how
street children are viewed within wider society. Thus, it was important to look at
attitudes towards their occupations, mobility, and apparent dislocation from
conventional family life. Each of these then required contextualising within
prevailing ideas about childhood and maturation. The link between these two levels
of enquiry lies in the potential for an individual child’s quality of life on the street
and his understanding of self, to be as much influenced by the reactions of those

around him as by the idiosyncrasies of his past.

2.2 DESIGNING THE METHODOLOGY

Much recent social research on children analyses the nature of their participation in
society and has asserted children's status as competent social agents in the world
around them (Alderson 1994, Hetherington 1991, Hutchby and Moran-Ellis 1998,
James and Prout 1990, Mayall 1994, Qvortrup et al. 1994). A significant benefit of
this approach has been to shift the focus from the study of childhood as a
preparatory phase for adulthood to children's actual social and economic
participation in their communities. Yet what does this shift mean for the study of
street children who are generally travelling, earning and living more independently
from their families than children who have been studied in Northern research

settings?3

The first question raised by this change of perspective is who should participate in
research about being a ‘street child’. Is it appropriate to use legal definitions of
children or to attempt to identify culturally meaningful distinctions between
childhood and adulthood? The second question concerns differences in children’s
_cognitive-abilities according to their age. The 'adult’ lifestyles of street children, so
often remarked upon by the public and in the media, suggest that qualitative
differences between children's and adults' capabilities cannot be assumed. Yet can

the accounts of eleven year olds be analysed in the same way as those of seventeen

3Major contributions to understanding children in societies in the South include Reynolds'
(1991) study of children's work and social roles in the Zambezi Valley and
Nieuwenhuys' (1994) ethnography of children's social and economic worlds in South
India.
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year olds? In the following paragraphs I explain the issues that surround these two

questions and the steps I took to resolve them.

2.2.1 DEFINING 'CHILDREN'

The frequency with which friends in Britain ask me how old the Nepali street
children are illustrates that chronological age is an important marker of maturation
and development in the North. The 1993 study also placed importance on
chronological age in an effort to compare like with like and to document some of the
physical effects of street living. By contrast, of those boys who did not know
exactly how old they were, none regarded this as problematic. The indication they
gave was that chronological age has little significance in daily life on the streets. For,
although the 1992 Children's Act prohibits the employment of children below 14
years and demands special protection for those between 14 and 16 years, this law

has not been enforced in junkyards or other informal sectors where khate boys work.

As has been documented for street children elsewhere, the problems for khate lie in
becoming adult-like rather than in age per se (Aptekar 1988:78). The arbitrariness of
age boundaries has been noted by psychologists (see LeVine 1998:103) and
anthropologists (Caputo 1995:35), and there is an increasing awareness across the
social sciences of cross-cultural variation in markers of maturity and delineation of
stages in the life-course (see chapter 3). Those who have studied the social
construction of childhoods in a variety of historical and cultural contexts show how
pervasive ideas about children's capabilities and duties function to subordinate
them to adults (see Hockey and James 1993, Chaput Waksler 1991, Qvorturp et al.
1994). Where these are under challenge, as in the case of street children (see chapter
1), and society reinforces certain rules of conduct for ‘children’ and 'adults’, we see
that social constructions of youth and age arise from "the struggle between the
young and the old" (Bourdieu 1993:95).

Due to my interest in the process of arriving in, living on and moving away from the
streets, I did not use age as a criteria for participation. Consequently, I included
‘boys’ aged between 8 and 24 years, the majority of whom were between 11 and 17
years old. In using the term 'boys' throughout the thesis, I am not suggesting that all
these individuals are children. Rather, I follow common usage of the term khate to
refer to those who are young and considered ‘pre-adult’ (legally or culturally), who

engage in certain street activities and are apparently disconnected from their
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families*. Interestingly, the khate also use terms such as 'the boys' (ketaharu) and
'friend/mate’ (sathi/yaar) without any apparent upper age limit. The definition khate
is based on lifestyle factors which form a structural distinction between khate and
fully social adults. As will become clear in chapter 6, the dilemmas of older khate
regarding changes in occupation and way of life, attest to the fact that khate is

normatively an identity associated with childhood.

2.2.2 CHILDREN'S COGNITIVE ABILITIES

In arguing for cultural rather than developmental definitions of 'children’, I am not
suggesting that the relative ages of those about whom I am writing are insignificant.
Developmental psychologists point out that children's cognitive abilities develop
with age, although research suggests these are largely fully functional at much
younger ages than was previously thought. For example, there is evidence of
interpersonal sensitivity and strategic manipulation of language amongst five year
old Japanese children in play, that is attributed to maternal instruction of two year
olds to avoid confrontational language (Kelly 1989 and Clancy 1986 in LeVine
1998:124). An important question in research that relies on the accounts of children
about past events, is whether they understand that others may give a different
account of the same events. On the basis of his research on children’s play, Denzin
claims that very young children "attach different meanings and interpretations to
self, other and object” as well as "how to form, break and challenge social
relationships” (1977:166). Such findings support Bruner's point that it is not
cognitive abilities that hinder children from taking the perspectives of others, but
their understanding of the situation in which they are operating (Bruner 1987:93). It
is important to remember that young children have not had as much time as older
children to accumulate experiences which can be drawn upon to help them cope in
less familiar surroundings. This point has a bearing on the analysis of children’s

narratives and is one that I shall return to in a later section of this chapter.

In adopting a perspective that endeavours to place Nepali children within their
cultural context and to account for individual life histories, it is vital to attend to
their position within the wider social structure. It was important to ask about the
forms of status difference that exist between children and adults within Nepal's

various ethnic groups (see chapter 3). In addition, I needed a research framework

4Adults who rag-pick (for example squatter parents or lone male vagrants) are described
as doing khate work, but the identity khate is reserved for independent, or 'street’,
children.
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that could encompass general lines of difference within Nepali society that impinge

on children's lives, for example gender, caste, wealth and education.

2.2.3 POVERTY AND CHILDREN

Reflecting on the need to place Nepal’s street children within the larger social
structure, [ found it useful to broaden my perspective and view them as individuals
experiencing and responding to poverty in its widest sense. By poverty, I mean a
range of physical, social and intrapersonal factors that negatively affect well-being.
For Chambers, these can be thought of as distinct but highly inter-related
"dimensions of deprivation" that allow an analysis of the particular constraints
faced by poor people in different settings (1995:18). In identifying nine dimensions
of deprivation, Chambers offers a perspective on poverty that includes social
inferiority, powerlessness and humiliation (ibid.:21-22). The first of these
encompasses socially defined differences based on gender, caste and age, that were
clearly important to my analysis. I was most interested, however, in the inclusion of
powerlessness (defined as lack of influence due in part to dispersal and an inability
to organise) and humiliation (referring to dependence and an absence of self-
respect), because these opened up the possibility of analysing the social identity
ascribed to khate. An important challenge was to identify how the label given by
society affected children's livelihoods. For example, was it one that facilitated or
hindered their access to support on the streets? To what extent do street children
influence their public image and how does this affect their dependence on others?
These questions were critical to my analysis of boys’ experiences of material
poverty in the city streets and of the label 'street children’ assigned to them. To
pursue them, I needed to relate the economic, political and value-oriented

constraints imposed on children by wider society and their responses to these.

The work of Oscar Lewis in the 1960s provoked much debate amongst social
scientists about the relative contributions of the social structure and cultural
response to the experience of poverty. In identifying and describing a 'culture of
poverty', Lewis proposed that the responses of the poor to economic hardship and
social stigma are repeated across cultures and become part of the socialisation
process which reinforces survival, acceptance and resignation (1966). His analysis
has been criticised for locating "the fundamental problem of the poor in their learned
behaviour and values that need to be fixed"; a deterministic viewpoint that
implicitly places blame on the poor for their circumstances (Goode and Eames
1996:409). Emphasis has been given to the support street children extend to one

another within friendship groups, which in Johannesburg were found to have "set
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modes of organisation and distinct norms of behaviour” (Boyden and Holden
1991:64 reporting Swart 1989). Although such reports correctly recognise children'’s
coping strategies, they risk implying that behaviour described as 'street culture’ (see
for example Sattaur 1993:21), is an expression of a 'sub-culture' in which children
reject the dominant values of their society. Interestingly, Swart's analysis of
drawings done by street children in Johannesburg showed that their value
orientations did not differ from those of wider society, thus disproving public

perceptions (Swart 1990).

In my view, public preconceptions of value differences amongst street children
mirror Lewis' cultural determinism because they suggest that children marginalised
by society have chosen this position. I was deeply uncomfortable with a perspective
that viewed children'’s decisions to work and live on the street, as indicative of their
choice to live outside mainstream society. The issue of choice versus force of
circumstance underlies the distinction between 'abandoning’ and 'abandoned’ street
children (see chapter 1), which is found to be overly generalised when applied to
Nepali boys’ reports of their departures from home (Baker and Panter-Brick, in
preparation). To perceive children as having either ‘chosen' or been 'forced into’
street living risks neglecting the various aspects of poverty, including those defined

above that relate to powerlessness, social identity and self-image.

Representations of street children pervade the public and policy discourse in Nepal
as they do in most other developing countries. I therefore needed to be able to
account for the impact of these images on the lives of my research subjects, without
obscuring the fact that they remain external to the individuals themselves, whose
personal experiences might contradict some of the dominant imagery. As Goffman
warned, the "natural history of a category of persons with a stigma must be clearly
distinguished from the natural history of the stigma itself - the history of the origins,
spread, and decline of the capacity of an attribute to serve as a stigma in a
particular society" (1968:45). In view of earlier indications of common usage and
nuances in meaning of the term khate, I could not presuppose that being labelled so
was necessarily the most significant factor in these children's lives. Thus, while
representations associated with their presence on the street remain an important
level of enquiry, I needed to begin by considering the formation of children’s
identities through their relationships with those around them. In other words, I was
interested in finding out about relationships in which children have a role as

provider or recipient of material or emotional support.

Such relationships begin in the home community amongst family and neighbours.

Here, children first learn through observation and participation about a range of
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social roles and about what is expected of them as members of their family and
their neighbourhood. In Nepal, boys learn what is expected of them as sons,
brothers and friends through their participation in the household and community
economy. To study the particulars of their social identities, I therefore needed to
explore notions of childhood, maturation and family membership that exist within
Nepal and relate these to the demands placed on poor families (see chapter 3).
Sociological studies of Nepal and other South Asian societies have emphasised the
value placed upon interdependence within the family and community, and the force
of these relationships in structuring society (Dumont 1970, Bista 1991, Stone 1989).
These analyses alerted me to the potential differences between Nepali notions of
personhood and those originating in the North that have informed much of the
literature on street children. At the outset of my research I envisaged that notions of
personhood and interdependence would be significant to my analysis of children’s
early experiences as family members and their potential to maintain connections
with the family once they are living away from home. However, it was only through
analysis of social interaction in the city that I learnt how pervasive these notions are

within the relationships boys create in various work and 'street’ settings.

At this stage, I wish only to highlight the significance of street children’s past
experiences in the home, specifically with respect to family and friends, in forming
their self-image and social identities. It seemed logical to assume that a child's
perspective on his departure, as well as those of members of his community, would
differ depending whether it was prompted by conflict within the family, the
encouragement of friends or the search for work. A boy's self image may change as
he experiences the new social arena of the city, but his identity within the home
community may remain unaffected. Potentially, therefore, ‘going home' could involve
the reconciliation of past identities with those formed in the city amongst peers,

employers and others with whom children have made ties.

Given that "all history is inevitably the present projected on the past”, we can
expect that the current experiences of children have influenced their accounts of the
past (Gagnon 1981:52). Thus I could anticipate that boys' understandings of the
reasons they left home and became street children are influenced by their more
recent experiences on the streets, in employment and in NGO centres. What is more,
despite anticipating a wide range of experiences amongst street children, I envisaged
being able to identify some commonalities that would indicate their inclusion in
some social arenas and exclusion from others. To this end, I planned to explore
boys' friendships and their rapport with others in places where they work, the staff

of NGO centres, the police and members of the general public.
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My hypothesis was that the lines of inclusion and exclusion that function in Nepali
society, as expressed in the attitudes and actions of others, are critical in forming a
street boy's social identity and self-image. It was nevertheless important to
appreciate that children interact with many different people who contribute in
different ways to their understandings of who they are and the opportunities open
to them. The previous comparative study alerted me to the range of city locations
used by street children, but did not allow full exploration of the social interaction
within these. I was aware that an investigation of relationships amongst children
and with others in these locations was crucial to my analysis of the kinds of
support available to them in day-to-day living and for their longer term prospects. I
needed to know whether participation in these settings involved a learning process
that distinguished newcomers from experts. Following Lave and Wenger's concept
of learning as situated in particular social contexts, I sought to understand how
newcomers learnt the practical skills needed in each setting and how to manage

social relationships to their advantage (Lave and Wenger 1991:53).

2.3 METHODS, ANALYSIS AND RESEARCHER RESPONSIBILITIES

It was my intention to identify the significant people in street boys’ lives and to
understand how these relationships interconnected. Anthropologists advocate
ethnography as the means of ascertaining how a particular group of people are
linked into the wider social fabric. Ethnography is a descriptive exercise and cannot
claim objectivity but, claims Peacock, "through its portrayals and interpretations it
can communicate human truths" (1986:84). At the outset of research I adopted this
approach as one which would immerse me in the complexity of street children'’s
lives. I needed to employ this method in order to illuminate the meanings of home,
work, family, childhood, the street and satisfaction in life, according to street boys

and those involved in their lives.

The obvious route to take was to become personally involved in social interaction in
places frequented by street children. Thus my research was grounded in the
involving process of "engaged learning" (Carrithers 1992:147), commonly known
amongst social scientists as participant observation (Hammersley and Atkinson
1983, Lofland and Lofland 1984, Armstrong 1993). The point made by those who
have adopted this method is that participation is always active and hence
inherently political. As explained below, engagement with my subjects’ lives meant
playing a number of roles and accepting accountability within these. Many of my
responsibilities to boys, NGO staff and other research participants were on the level

of everyday concerns. They were about whether or not to pay for boys’ food when I
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met them on the street, how much to engage with them in discussions criticising
NGO work, and where the limits lay to my own capacity to help boys improve their
quality of life. The difficulty of fulfilling multiple obligations often made me

anxious, yet it was this process that taught me the most about street children's lives.

The far greater challenge is to respond responsibly to the interest expressed by
others in academic and policy circles in the UK. If my analysis is to fulfil obligations
to individuals and to the collective effort to improve children’s livelihoods, then it
has to attempt as accurate a representation as I am able to produce of the
particulars of Nepali children’s lives. Given that this is the objective of my
ethnography, the rest of this chapter explains how I collected and analysed the

information on which it is based.

2.3.1 ENGAGING WITH STREET LIFE

For ten months I spent the bulk of my day (and parts of the night) moving between
the junkyards where rag-picking children sell their scrap, market places and streets
in central Kathmandu, NGO centres that offer services to street children, schools
attended by ex-street children and various forums established to discuss policy and
programming for street children (for example UNICEF workshops and meetings of
the umbrella organisation CAR-NG). On several occasions I was privileged to be
invited by children (currently or previously based on the streets), to travel to their
family homes. Like the children I was studying, I was initially very mobile and
gained a broad overview of their environments. My decision to invest more time and
energy in certain sites was based on a desire to understand what it was like to live
and work in these settings, as well as indications that boys did not welcome my
presence in certain places (including video parlours and the streets in Thamel)®- The
places I chose were Durbar Square, an open plaza near the city centre where
between five and twenty boys beg and sleep; a junkyard in Kohiti squatter
settlement which is the source of income for about twenty rag-picker boys and

young men, and an NGO centre® frequented by street children run by CWIN (see

5 On two occasions I visited one of the illegal establishments that show videos all night
for 10 rupees and are popular with street boys. Although not hostile, the owners and
the children were disconcerted by my presence and I decided not to visit again. As
explained in chapter 4, Thamel is the hub of tourist activities and a large group of boys
beg in the area. My decision not to research there on a daily basis arose from complaints
by some boys about the 'hassle’ they receive from researchers and journalists.

6 Although the in-depth study was carried out at the CWIN centre, I spent considerable
time at other NGOs drop-in centres and education projects for street children (for
example Bal Kendra run by CWS).
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map 2 in appendix II). [ also spent time with eight boys currently attending boarding

school who were living on the streets during the 1993 research period.

Over time, my role in each place evolved from a provider of bicycle rides, snacks,
access to the hospital and an attentive ear, to one of liaison between boys' sources
of support and a potential means of leaving the streets (see chapters 4 and 6).
Understandably, as a foreigner and an adult who was known amongst the street
boys to have spent time working with CWIN, I was expected to provide various
services. This role as facilitator in boys’ efforts to leave the streets evolved while I
was teaching in non-formal education classes at the two NGO centres mentioned
above, and over the course of an apprenticeship scheme in motorcycle mechanics
that I co-ordinated for older rag-pickers based in Kohiti junkyard (see chapter 6).

My primary motivation for getting involved in ‘programme work' designed to enable
children to leave the streets (i.e. the classes and apprenticeship scheme), was to
experience first hand the range of expectations held by parties involved and
identify factors preventing their realisation. Participation taught me what no
amount of observation could have done, and enabled me to discern patterns within
the social interaction amongst children and programme workers. Upon gaining a
sense of congruence in these patterns of behaviour, I aimed to interpret their
meaning from the point of view of the individuals involved. To achieve this aim, I
required research techniques that gave boys known as khate the authority to define
how the world works and issues that were important in their lives. To do so
successfully, [ judged it necessary to establish good rapport with the children based
in the settings listed above. Once this was achieved, I conducted informal interviews
and open discussions that covered subjects such as work and travel experiences’,
contact with relatives, the up-coming election and national festival, the significance
of caste in daily life, future aspirations and the work of NGOs. My intention was to
emulate the modes of ordinary communication amongst boys in order to maximise
the participation of those consenting to involvement. We sat around the fire where
boys gather to warm their hands in the junkyard and in Durbar Square, huddled
high up on temple steps so that we were slightly removed from the bustle below?.

7To ground this enquiry, I turned to ethnographic accounts of childhood amongst a number
of Nepal's ethnic groups and focused more intensively on the experiences of rural
children living at home with their families using data gathered in Salme village
(1993) and Baglung district (1996) (see chapter 3).

8Having practised taping themselves, boys were unperturbed by the recorder's presence
and only occasionally did the curiosity of onlookers force us to stop. Immediately after
the discussion I noted factors in the group dynamics that affected the type or extent of
individual contributions. A total of 20 discussions were carried out amongst street and
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As well as attempting to conduct the research in a place and format familiar to the
children, I also encouraged them to define and raise issues relevant to their lives.
The general interests and concerns that emerged during discussions were built into
informal interviews, some of which were a series of chats which I then recorded in
my journal. [ also sought the more direct involvement of one of the ex-street boys
whom [ first met in 1992 and who is now at school. Kumar’s ambition was to
become an NGO worker and he was therefore keen to develop his research skills.
We jointly facilitated discussions with begging boys in Durbar Square and he

followed these up with pair and individual interviews (plate 2.1).

Kumar had an easy rapport with the current street boys and asked a number of
questions that he saw as relevant to street life but had not occurred to me.
However, I was initially disappointed by the structured format of his interviews,
which perhaps reflect his experience of NGO research and record taking. Although [
wanted to suggest additional topics as well as allowing his interviewee greater
scope to tell stories, my primary concern was to respect his identification of
significant aspects of khate experience. Although we reached a consensus on our
objectives and respective strengths in different research roles, there were ethical

issues regarding confidentiality and this boy's protection that remained unresolved?.

ex-street boys; 11 in two junkyards, 5 in two NGO centres, 3 in Durbar Square and 1 in the
boarding school. The numbers of participants varied between 4 and 9, and the length of
recorded discussions ranged from 20 to 50 minutes. To continue the comparative analysis,
4 discussions were undertaken with a group of young people living in a squatter
settlement in central Kathmandu in collaboration with Karen Valentin. Participants
were well known to us via English conversation coaching and Valentin's period of
research in this community.

9 These two ethical points are discussed in detail in a forthcoming publication (Baker and
Hinton in press) and I elaborate briefly here. Although Kumar and I agreed that no
information imparted by our research participants should be passed on, I clearly could
not guarantee them absolute confidentiality. The fact that Kumar is known by many of
the current street boys laid him open to mockery and coercion. On occasion I heard street
boys teasing Kumar for having become ‘thulo’ (‘big’ in terms of status) and although
these seemed to wash over him, I felt responsible for protecting him in whatever way I
could.
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Plate 2.1 Research techniques

Kumar, an ex-street boy, conducting a pair interview with two street boys who beg in the city
centre. The third boy (standing) asked if he too could be interviewed.
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Boys living in the CWIN centre and the researcher prepare a scene for the video drama.




2.3.2 STREET CHILDREN AND HEALTH ISSUES

The techniques described above were suitable for identifying a broad range of issues
pertinent to street children'’s lives and the problems they face on a daily basis.
However they could not document the nature and degree of support available to
them 'on the street’. The previous study indicated that children’s growth status does
not deteriorate with time spent on the streets, but did not include questions about
children's sexual health, addiction to drugs, alcohol or cigarettes, nor did it involve
any clinical examinations. Significant health risks for children living on
Kathmandu'’s streets were identified in a study contracted by UNICEF (Azad
1995). However, it should be pointed out that this study did not use a control
group and concentrated on boys who beg in Thamel. Furthermore, an interesting
discrepancy emerged in the results of two measures of the level of infections
suffered by the groups of children studied in 1993. The first measure was based on
a questionnaire in which boys were asked whether they were ill and if so, what was
the matter. Once we had grouped their complaints into 8 categories, we saw that
the 'homeless’ street children reported the highest number of illnesses, followed by
the squatter, school and village children in that order (Panter-Brick et al. 1996:449).
However, the second measure, namely blood spot analyses of responses to
infection, suggested a much higher infective load amongst the village children than
the homeless, squatter and school children (Panter-Brick et al.1996c). Possible
explanations for this discrepancy included significant under-reporting of illness by
village children, some over-reporting by the street children and/or better treatment

facilities available to all the urban groups than the rural children.

Given this deficiency of data, I wanted to gain a better understanding of the health
complaints distinguished by street boys themselves and the actions they take to
address these. I therefore designed a research technique adapted from the collection
of methods termed PRA (Participatory Rural Appraisal) (see chapter 4 and Baker
1996 a+b). The technique developed was based on discussions with groups of boys
(three from street locations and one from the squatter settlement) in which they
identified then ranked their illnesses and the treatments they sought using diagrams

and simple matrices on large sheets of paper (see appendix III).

For further information on the kinds of social support available to and used by
street boys, I conducted 32 structured interviews that were designed to identify
relationships active on the streets that involve issues of care, control, respect and

conflict. Responses to a series of questions pertaining to real life situations
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indicated persons who provide support, as well as the extent to which so-called
'needs' are fulfilled through an individual's street-based social network (see
appendix III for question schedule)!0. It was anticipated that these more formal
styles of interviewing would indicate where street-based children participate in
social relationships that benefit their well-being, and where there are barriers
preventing them from doing so. Of course, an individual can be excluded from social
interaction for a variety of reasons, some of which are related to personality and
others to a person's structural position vis-a-vis those around them. The latter
relates to my second level of analysis, namely the role of public opinion in

determining children’s self and social identities.

2.3.3 NARRATIVES OF STREET LIFE

In order to gain a clearer picture of children's own understanding of the
distinctiveness of being 'a street child' (khate), and its effects on daily living, I
thought it necessary to explore non-verbal modes of communication and expression.
In collaboration with Nepali and British colleagues, I investigated the potential of
video work to enable boys to define a story line and its style of presentation!l.
When asked what they would like to depict on a video, boys living in the CWIN
centre chose to compare 'life on the streets' and 'life in the centre’. Over a ten day
period, preparation of short dramas depicting early morning rag-picking, encounters
with the police, the sale of scrap in the junkyard and the arrival of an NGO worker,
was carried out using audio tape-recorders (plate 2.1). Boys also interviewed each
other about how they came to the streets and what they encountered there. What
emerged was not so much a series of individual life-histories, but a pattern of
repeated themes that together form a collective narrative of what it is to be a street
child (see chapter 5).

Narrative accounts like this are important because they may reflect, and thus
reinforce, dominant ideas about street children and/or they may contest these
notions. In order to establish the particular points of concern about street children
that are commonplace in Nepal, I set out to identify instances in which these were
expressed. Potential sources included the national media, publications by NGOs,

meetings between those directing programmes for street children, and finally,

10The 'network interview' was devised by Hannsen for use in his research among street
children in Sri Lanka (Hannsen 1994) and 'child runaways' in Norway

11participants were well-known to myself and fellow facilitator, Lazima Onta, through
our roles as teachers in the non-formal education classes at the CWIN centre. Denise
Perrin provided the equipment and undertook the filming on Jan 12 1995.
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comment that the research provoked amongst members of the public (see chapters 5
and 6). Upon arrival in Nepal, I learnt that a number of documentaries about street
children had been shown on national television and during the research period I
watched the film Sadak (The Streets) in one of the popular cinemas with several
boys from Kohiti junkyard!2 However, the greatest influence on public perception
of street life appeared to be the series of plays acted by street children under the
direction of a professional group of actors named Aarohan!3. The plays were
shown in central locations and their extremely vivid depiction of street life drew
large audiences, including street children, and attracted considerable media
coverage. The legitimacy of their claim to represent the reality of street living stems
firstly from the authenticity of the children performing and secondly from the efforts
of the play’s directors to establish an initiative to help these children improve their
lives. The plays were opportunities for children's voices to be heard and for the plea
for greater public sensitivity to their predicaments to be made. A further outcome
was to re-affirm the kliate identity as something unique both in the eyes of the public
and amongst the children who were watching a play about 'us' (see section 5.7 for

evidence of shared ideas about a common khate experience that were enhanced by

this play).

As I will demonstrate in due course, the power of these and other representations is
not limited to defining past and present problems of street children. I became
especially interested in how widely-held ideas about street boys’ futures influenced
boys’ own views and actions. Was there any consensus of opinion among boys and
those observing their lives about how things would change as khate got older? Do
these two parties agree on what should be done to achieve the best outcome? The
answers to such questions were made evident to me through daily interaction in the
junkyard and streets, as well as expressed directly during discussions. Yet in order
to debate possible outcomes of street living, opinions about boys’ futures need to be
related to individual experience over time. In May 1995, I enquired about the
occupations and places of residence of the 126 boys who two years previously had
participated in the comparative study. Then in December 1996, during a brief visit

to Nepal, I made contact with about a dozen boys well-known to me, many of

12This film opens with scenes of children rag-picking. However as Onta-Bhatta has
pointed out, it dwells on the lives of three adults who successfully moved off the streets
rather than everyday life for street children and their attempts to leave the street
(Onta-Bhatta 1996:181).

13Aarohan also established a hostel for the children acting in the play where they were
encouraged to study and contribute to the domestic routine as part of their preparation
to leave the streets.
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whom had made efforts to move into alternative occupations and lifestyles. We
spoke about their experiences and [ also heard the viewpoint of individuals and
organisations endeavouring to assist them. Finally, five ex-street boys who I have
known since 1993 and who now attend a boarding school, wrote down their life-
stories. These individuals volunteered to do this after [ had explained my intention
to prioritise their perspectives in my writing about the transitions they had made

between home, the work place, the street, NGO centres and the school.

2.3.4 ANALYSING CHILDREN'S ACCOUNTS

Earlier in the chapter I raised the question of variation in children’s cognitive
abilities and the effects this might have on the analysis of children’s accounts. My
experiences in talking with boys of different ages in Nepal was that variation in
narrative detail, expansiveness and engagement in its telling, could not be linked
directly to age. Some individuals clearly enjoyed telling stories and discussing
issues, whereas others were reluctant to speak about their experiences for a number
of reasons (see below). As well as personality, the familiarity of individuals with
'street issues’ appeared to influence the level of detail in their narratives. Age was
therefore relevant to my analysis only insofar as older children had usually had
more time to experience the working and living environments of 'the street’, to learn
which aspects of street living outsiders are interested in and to have been asked by
others (including NGO workers and the police) to explain why they came to the
streets. Of course, differences of status between participants in a group discussion
and between adult researcher and child informant, must also be accounted for. For

the above reasons, I have included the ages of boys whose words I analyse in the

forthcoming chapters.

A further important issue for the analysis of boys’ accounts pertains to influence of
the present in recalling the past. Ram's opening comment as we embarked on an
informal interview was: "So are we going to talk about home?" His evident
anticipation of having to connect past events with his life on the streets raises a

number of issues relevant to the analysis of conversations with khate boys.

Was Ram's question prompted by fear and reluctance to talk about the past? Many
boys gave singular and brief explanations of how and why they left home. It has
been noted that migrants commonly give a single reason for their departure in order
to reduce psychological distress and because they find it difficult to reduce a
complex multiplicity of factors to a number of categories of 'reasons’ (Gmelch

1980:140). Where individuals find questions about their families invasive, brief
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responses are an understandable means of keeping the researcher out of this
intimate sphere (Milne 1993:158). In a previous interview, Ram states that he has
not been home for 4 years but portrays home life as unproblematic, saying that he
left after a school teacher shouted at him. It is only much later that he mentions that
his step-father used to beat him and that he is afraid to go home. For Ram and
other boys who feel rejected by their families, “to talk about the unhappiness of the
past is to talk about the present too" (Bertaux-Wiame 1981:259).

[ was aware that re-tracing a boy's steps from home to the street in an interview
situation emphasises his identity as khate. Depending on the context, boys may
assume that the interviewer is disapproving of his past and present actions. This
may further widen the gulf between “dominant” adult and “subordinate” child that
can obstruct open communication. One obvious outcome of this is that
conversations revolve around adult-defined issues to the exclusion of children'’s
concerns. Another, although less evident at first, is that children choose to respond

on the basis of what they know to be acceptable to interviewers.

Reflecting on Ram's question, I asked myself whether he expected to have to give a
plausible reason for leaving home. Knowing that there was no-one in the vicinity
who could contradict him, Ram could depict his departure as he wished. The reason
[ raise this possibility is because it is reasonable to suggest that certain 'home
scenarios’ are thought by boys to be more plausible as prompts to leave than others
to those who question them. I was struck by the frequency with which step-mothers
were cited as the cause of departure from home and by the occasional contradiction
between accounts of family composition given by the same boy on separate
occasions. When I put this query to a group of boys well-known to me, they told me
that some khate say that they have been mistreated by their step-mother but do not

have one.

Evidently, the 'step-mother scenario’ proves to be an efficient way of dealing with
unwelcome questioning, a factor that we did not consider in our earlier comparative
study. Children, like adults, are capable of manipulating the interview situation not
only to withhold information (as they do from the police for example), but also to
project an image of themselves that they judge to be in their personal interest. While
initial conversations with boys who beg frequently included assertions of 'having no-
one' (kohi chhaina), it later emerged that relatives existed, although the support they
extended to boys varied considerably. The point here is that such stories have

elicited donations from tourists in the past and may well do so again.
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In the few instances where I had access to parental versions of the departure, it was
evident that there were multiple contributory factors and 'the reason’ was accounted
for in different ways by each individual. Sanu said that he left home aged twelve
because his father often got drunk and beat him, whereas his mother said that it
was Sanu's badly behaved friends who had persuaded her son to go. It was clear
from both their accounts however, that money was short at home. Analysis that
fails to account for the multiple pressures acting on families would be incomplete,
as would a perspective that ignores individual responses to cultural norms, which in

this case consist of ideas of 'acceptable’ reasons to leave home.

As [ have demonstrated, the collection of personal accounts takes place within
social and cultural parameters that must be accounted for in analysis. Boys'
accounts cannot be objective, nor are they complete representations of the past
based solely on memory. Rather, their stories portray the past from the point of
view of the present, as well as "give meaning to the past in order to give meaning to
the present” (Bertaux-Wiame 1981:258). I therefore used stories told by boys to gain
a clearer picture of their understandings of the current situation in relation to the
past, but also in relation to the future. As part of a content analysis of boys’
narratives, I considered the influence of place, relationships amongst persons
present and boys’ previous experience of similar communication. I learnt the most
from occasions when an individual told a story relating his own experience to the
general debate about being a khate, thereby conveying his perspective on the
problems, advantages and alternatives. Often, others would offer their experiences
to re-affirm or challenge the way khate were being represented. Such dialogues
alerted me to norms and values espoused by these boys. As suggested above,
narrative can act as a vehicle for structuring and making sense of experience,
thereby contributing to understandings of identity for both the narrator and the
listener (Ochs and Capps 1996:21, Mishler 1991:105). Ethnographers support
Bruner's (1990) claim that the very experience of telling a story enables the narrator
to place a logic on what was a complex confusion of events and relationships
(Jeffery and Jeffery 1996:31, Simpson 1997:56). But, to make coherence out of
confusion, an individual must draw on existing ideas about why things happen the
way they do. The means by which a particular individual relates him or herself to
the larger social world are thus made apparent. In line with my interest in the social
identity of a group of persons termed khate, I looked for repeated patterns in
personal and collective narratives about street living. As familiarity between boys
and myself increased, group discussions became more relaxed and established their
own internal coherence. It was obvious which issues were of concern to discussants,

and my interjections were needed only to clarify points. These developments were
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invaluable in terms of data quality but were cause for reflection on my ethical

position.

Bruner (1990) points out that through telling a story about past and present trauma,
an individual is better able to manage its effects. While his point may hold, it begs
the question as to the narrator's expectations of support from the listener. It was
not always clear whether boys were disclosing information to me that they had not
previously shared with NGO staff or others whom they regarded as supports.
Having assured boys of confidentiality, I did not pass on any information unless
asked to. Counsellors guided by Northern oriented psycho-dynamic theory who
facilitate group discussions are obliged to ensure that those who disclose personal
information have the option of follow-up support (L. Baker pers. comm.). [ was
aware that my own ideas of 'support’ might differ from the boys I spoke with, or
even adult Nepalis in NGO centres in such a role. Nevertheless, it was still
necessary to try to minimise the risks of boys being left without any support. One
means of doing so was to avoid in-depth conversations with individuals I had just
met and whose social networks were entirely unfamiliar to mel4. As I explained
earlier (section 2.2), I sought longer-term involvement with groups of boys in two
street settings and in NGO centres where my role could be established. At the end
of the day however, there is no way of knowing the precise effects of my involvment

on individual self-image and social interaction in these settings.

A hermeneutic approach views the narrative account as "a product of the
interaction and desire for understanding between teller and listener” (Peacock and
Holland 1993:372). Initially, I often wondered whether boys with whom I spoke
actually wanted me to understand more about their lives and what sort of personal
gain they envisaged from our exchanges. Once I became more familiar with the
expectations they had with regard to tourists and to NGO workers (for my position
included these roles), [ was able to see how 'talk’ about living as a khate was linked
in boys' minds to action. Moreover, as I became more involved in 'action’ (such as
taking sick boys to hospital or planning apprenticeship projects), boys engaged with
me as a person who could affect their lives. I became aware that the ‘researcher’s
narrative’ - my personal history, motives and plans with regard to findings were
critical in my communication with khate boys (Mishler 1991:106). I aimed to be
transparent in these matters from the outset but, as might be expected, boys raised
these as issues only once we had become personally accountable to each other over

ld[nstances where individuals disclosed information as an appeal for help (for example in
contacting family members) were followed up personally where I felt able, and in
collaboration with NGO staff otherwise.
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time (for example through participation in the motorcycle apprenticeship and
school sponsorship schemes). At this point, we were able to discuss our mutual
responsibilities and, despite being unable to fulfil a number of expectations, I felt

that boys were able to critique my actions and I was able to respond at some level.

As Qvortrup has pointed out, research that aims to prioritise children's
perspectives must “use children as a unit of observation and as mediators of
information” (1995:11). Through the rapport I established with boys in whose lives I
participated on a regular basis, I was able to reassess my own preconceptions and
focus on their definitions of critical issues. However, as will become apparent, boys'
opinions ranged widely and their focus was more often on personal gain rather than
that of khate in general (see chapters 4 and 6). I was aware too that status
differences between boys in the various 'street’ settings (city square, junkyard and
NGO centre) could exclude the perspectives of children 'on the bottom rung'. In my
efforts to avoid bias to groups or individuals, I realised that it was impossible to
represent all participants equally. However, my selection of accounts and opinions
for use in the forthcoming chapters is based on accumulated observations of
everyday practice. I learnt how issues talked about in 'research’ conversations (i.e.
discussions and interviews) related to daily life, and to distinguish between what

people say they think and do, and what they do in practice.

2.4 CONCLUSION

This chapter has described the rationale upon which my study was based and
explained the means adopted to answer particular research questions. It has raised
analytical and ethical issues relating to the socio-political context of researching
children generally and more particularly, those living on the streets in Kathmandu.
The introduction to the thesis outlined the overall structure, which was chosen to
allow a temporal perspective on street children’s lives. I begin with an analysis of
children’s experiences of home life and work, and of the ideas and values

associated with childhood in Nepal.
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CHAPTER 3
BECOMING A KHATE

3.0 INTRODUCTION

Dorje had been living on the streets of Kathmandu for two years and paid
occasional visits to his family in a nearby squatter settlement. He recounts his past

as follows:
Eight years ago a flood came and took all our land, so we moved to
Kathmandu and built a small house. Then my mother became ill and my
father spent all his money on her medicines. When she died my father

married again. I left home because my step-mother was scolding me and not
giving me food.

Like Dorje, Ramesh first came to Kathmandu with his family and he links his

current position with events in the family history and his personal decisions:
I first came to Kathmandu with my father who arranged work for me in a big
house. He said that they would pay for me to study but all I did was clean
their dishes, fetch water and take the young children to school. Most of my
wages went to my father and a small part to my older sister who worked as
a domestic nearby. We saw a lot of each other until she went off and
married. My mother ran off with another man when I was small—I can still
remember her and I took a photo of her with me. It was then that my father
sold all our land and went to work in India. The last time he returned, he
wanted to take me and my younger brother to India, but I ran away and
joined some boys who were rag-picking.

These accounts highlight two important characteristics in boys' reports of their prior
experiences. Firstly, many have travelled with their families to earn a better living.
Secondly, although boys might define specific reasons why they left home, their
accounts show an awareness of multiple contributory factors affecting their families
and themselves as individuals. As was documented for children who left home and
came to the streets of Johannesburg, the precipitating factors which "may be
categorised as social and personal appear to be closely linked" (Swart 1990:57).

The first aim of this chapter is to examine the processes that contribute to boys’
arrival in the city and adoption of street-living. The second is to relate the common
experiences of poor Nepali children to their understandings of opportunities within
and outside the home, as well as their roles as family members. I begin by reviewing

the findings of studies designed to identify causal factors in child homelessness in
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Nepal. The design of these studies indicates an assumption that the circumstances
and actions of street children are qualitatively different to those of their peers who
live at home or in the workplace. Drawing attention to a number of their key
findings that refute this assumption, [ propose that children’s departures from home
should be analysed as part of the wider social process of migration. I then discuss
migration in relation to poverty in rural Nepal in order to show the constraints
operating on children and their families. Pertinent cultural norms and practices in
Nepali childhoods are briefly described before I move into a detailed ethnography
of children’s experiences with regard to work, school, relationships with family
members and travel to the city. I will supplement my own material with secondary

ethnographic data from several rural and urban locations.

3.1 IDENTIFYING CAUSAL FACTORS TO CHILD HOMELESSNESS:
A MIGRATION PERSPECTIVE?

Broadly speaking, the family milieu and personal profiles of the (street)

children interviewed do not differ drastically from the general pattern in the

majority of poor households in our country. However there are certain
factors which seem to compel the children to move out from their homes

(CWD 1994, 25).

Several studies conducted in the last decade have attempted to find out why
Nepali children come to the streets (Azad 1995, Baker et al. 1997, CWD 1994,
CWIN 1990, 1993, CWS 1996). All of these used a survey approach, although the
format varied from reliance on an extensive list of closed questions (CWD 1994,
Azad 1995, CWIN 1990), to the additional use of structured interviews (CWIN
1993, CWS 1996, Baker et al. 1997). There are some differences in the way each
study coded children's responses to questions about leaving home, yet all agree that
causes fall into three types; poverty at home, problematic family relationships and

the attractions of the city.

A comparison of the principle reasons for leaving home categorised in each study
shows a similar distribution across these three groupings (Azad 1995:14, Baker
1997:135 CWS 1996:117, CWIN 1990:5). It is therefore probable that some causal
relationships are involved here. However, such groupings mask the interaction of
factors that cumulatively trigger a child's departure from home and his adoption of
street living. Although, the earliest study recorded more than one reason for leaving
for each individual, it does not detail the interrelationships between these factors
(CWIN 1990:5). Because these studies have concentrated on attributing specific
causes to children’s arrival on the streets, none have adequately placed these

children’s actions within the broader context of family responses to poverty. This
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said, there are two key areas of enquiry begun in these studies that shed light on
links between the experiences of children living on the streets and those of a much

larger number of poor children living at home or in the workplace.

One such area of enquiry relates to the aspects of children's social histories that
constrain their options when there is little money at home. The Centre for Women
and Development (CWD) pursued this question by gathering data on parental
occupation and levels of literacy, land ownership and food sufficiency in the home,
which contextualise the work and physical separation of children from their homes
in Narayanghat, a large town in Chitwan District, Central Nepal. Their findings
show that these children were part of fragile household economies supported by
persons with few material or social assets. For example, over 70% reported that
their families were landless and their mothers illiterate (CWD 1994:20-21). The
implication here is that the labour potential of each family member, including
children, is critical both to individual and family livelihood. Under these
circumstances, an individual's departure from home could be viewed as a necessary
move to a place where work is available. The report also claims that 63% of
children who sought parental consent to leave home were given it, indicating that
parents may have viewed their children's departure as a necessary move to better
their own livelihood and that of their family (CWD 1994:30).

The second area of enquiry relates to family structure and the roles of children as
they grow up within the family. The study based in Narayanghat found that the
majority of children living outside their homes were from nuclear rather than joint
families. Importantly, this piece of research widens the focus from surveys of the
proportions of natural and step-parents (as cited in the studies listed earlier) to the
part played by the extended family. In distinguishing whether parents and other
relatives are physically present in the home or not, the Narayanghat study indicates
something of the fluidity in family composition that children have experienced prior
to their own departure. As shown above, it recognises children's early work input
and parental consent to their working roles. However, as a result of CWD's
emphasis on children's need for care, little due is given to children's productive roles
in the farﬁily and the manner in which these change with age and family structure.
For example, a predominance of nuclear over extended families is said to increase
children's vulnerability due to a lack of care-givers in the home, particularly in cases
where only one parent is present (CWD 1994:18). While this conclusion may hold
for younger children, a larger family is more likely to require the income of older
children working outside the home and there is greater chance of conflict or

dispersal of its members than in a small family.
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These studies show that the transition made by some children from home to the
street is part of a more general pattern of migration practised in Nepal. The
following sections will explore children’s participation in labour migration through
discussion of poverty and its effects on children, as well as the socio-cultural norms

surrounding child-rearing in Nepal

3.2 POVERTY: THE REGIONAL CONTEXT

As a result of much experience researching working children in the Philippines, Silva
has concluded that the marginalisation of street children is directly related to an
equivalent powerlessness of their families under conditions of extreme economic

and social deprivation. She states:

Family poverty is both a cause and a consequence, a symptom of an even
greater strain or imbalance that has a direct impact on children and their
families and is a reflection of the unbalanced social structure (Silva
1996:279).

Her words advocate a perspective that situates the presence of street children
within the broader socio-political context. Prior to investigating the particular
aspects of the social structure that impinge on family life and on children directly, it

is instructive to trace the social histories of individual Nepali street boys:

Bhim and Surje are brothers, aged 13 and 12, who have been based on
Kathmandu's streets for the last four years. They occasionally visit their
parents who live in a pati, a small government-owned shack adjoining a
temple on the very outskirts of Kathmandu. Originating from Dhading in
East Nepal, the family are landless and belong to the untouchable caste
group of tailors (Damai). During a visit home with Bhim, I met their father
Kesab, who told me how the family came to Kathmandu eleven years
previously:

When I married we moved from Dhading to the Terai to obtain some land. I
had heard that the soil was fertile there. We cleared some land and built our
own hut but the government got angry with us for encroaching into the jungle
and they burnt down all our homes. All the landless people were forced to
move to places far away so I came to Kathmandu with my family. These
days, my wife and I earn very little from tailoring and sometimes we just
have water in the evenings. Our three eldest children are married and seem
to have regular work. I worry a lot about the younger boys—Bhim and his
brother—because I cannot be sure of their safety. I have been several times to
the city centre to look for them and tried to bring them home, but they don't
like to come.

The events that brought this family to Kathmandu and to a state of near destitution
are illustrative of social and economic disparities within Nepal that affect large
sections of the population. It is difficult to ascertain whether recent economic,

political and ecological changes have significantly altered the long-standing
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structural inequalities that exist throughout Nepal. Social analysis suggest that
although migration is integral to Nepal’s history, changes in destination, purpose
and prevalence have occurred over the past fifty years. A period of high emigration
from the hills to the fertile Terai began in the 1950s, due in part to the success of
malaria eradication in the area (Toffin 1976:32). The 1970s saw a rise in temporary
labour migration to India and Nepal's urban centres, as well as the permanent
settlement of large numbers of hill families in urban areas (Shrestha 1990).
Concurrently, migration to the Middle East became more popular amongst the
Gurungs of central Nepal (Macfarlane 1997:189), and slightly later amongst the
Yakha of eastern Nepal (Russell 1992:38). These trends have continued and recent
highly sought-after destinations include countries in South-East and East Asia.
Growing numbers of young men, and sometimes women, from rural urban poor
areas travel to these destinations to work for several years, often having paid vast

sums of money to a middleman whose guarantee of work may not be upheld.

Labour migration is linked with chronic poverty, particularly in countries where the
vast majority of the population depends on agriculture (Seabrook 1996). Of the
economically active population surveyed in 1990, 94% were engaged in agriculture
(UNDP 1997:183). The pervasiveness of poverty in Nepal is evident when
indicators of quality of life are compared with neighbouring countries including
India, Bangladesh and Pakistan. Although the prediction that one fifth of Nepal’'s
population will not reach the age of forty years is not significantly different to those
for nearby South Asian countries, it has vastly higher rates of maternal mortality,
fewer doctors relative to its population and a much greater level of illiteracy
(ibid.:55,175).

The most often cited underlying causes to the exodus from rural villages are the
demographic, ecological and economic changes that have occured in Nepal over
recent decades. Nepal's population has risen consistentlyl. especially in the hill
areas, and exacerbated the chronic food shortages faced by poor families. Scholars
have pointed to the overuse of cultivated land and forest resources which has led to

poor soil fertility?, increased reliance on the purchase of staple foods3, the

1 Between 198Q and 1988, the average national population growth rate was 2.6%, the
highest among the countries belonging to the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation, exceeded in urban areas to a rate of 7.4% (UNICEF 1992 from CBS
Population Projection).

2 Forest resources are vital fertilisers either as foliage ploughed into the soil or as cattle
fodder that eventually manures the fields. Where they are scarce, it is unlikely that
the land can sustain efforts to increase production such as intensification through inter-
cropping or expansion of the farming area onto higher, steeper slopes. Not only are
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replacement of clothing and household goods (iron tools, bamboo matting, ghee and
milk) manufactured by the occupational caste groups with largely Indian
manufactured commodities and foodstuffs, and a shortage of alternative income
sources to enable families to buy imported grain (Seddon 1994:130). The
accumulation of these factors against a background of falling production rates
relative to population* and rising inflation has led to a deepening socio-economic
"crisis” that begun in the 1970s and, some would argue, has been exacerbated by the

recent rapid changes in government (ibid.:128).

It should not be forgotten that migration in response to periodic food shortages has
a long history for many of Nepal's ethnic groups (Toffin 1976:31, Hutt 1997:111,
Poffenberger 1980:66, Russell 1992:40, Panter-Brick 1996:254). Thus we can
conclude that, in addition to more recent trends, there are pre-existing and
pervasive features of the Nepali social structure that significantly influence the

range of options available to poor families.

Returning to the ethnography, these factors become evident if we compare the
account given by Kesab (father of Bhim and Surje introduced above), with the
experiences related by a father living in a hill village who has himself travelled to

India for work since he was a child>. Purna Biswokarma, who is now married with

yields low from these hill-top terraces, but they are easily eroded hence endangering
fields, livestock and human lives below. There is an argument to suggest that recent
population growth and its pressure on the hill ecology has increased the risk of
landslides, flooding etc over and above what is expected given the geological
characteristics of the Himalayas (Blaikie et al. 1980).

3 During the 1980s the rise in prices of staple foods had major impacts not only on the urban
poor who are totally dependent on purchased foodgrain, but on villagers needing to
subsidise their own production (Seddon 1994:135). In common with many developing
countries in which similar policies have been implemented, these price rises and high
rates of inflation can be attributed in part to the IMF-sponsored stabilisation
programme (begun in 1985) and the World Bank’s structural adjustment package (1987)
that was aligned to His Majesty's Government's Basic Needs programme (ibid.). A
further contributory factor to rising prices was the trade embargo placed on Nepal by
India in 1989. Many are of the view that the impacts of the embargo were to increase
poverty and to contribute to the pro-democracy uprising that culminated in the Jana
Andolan (people's demonstration) and declaration of multi-party democracy in April
1990. Speculation continues regarding the extent of India's involvement in this
movement, however it is clear that relations between the two countries have always
been critical to Nepal's economy and internal politics (Burghart 1994:23).

4 In fact, Nepal's foodgrain production rose by about 20% between 1975 and 1988, however
any potential benefits were negated by the 40% increase in population (Seddon
1994:135).

5 Ashilal accompanied me on a week's walk to his natal village in Baglung District in
December 1996, during which we spoke frequently about his experiences and impressions
of living in Nepal and India.
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two young sons, belongs to the untouchable caste group of blacksmiths (Kani)
which, as for Kesab, defines his trade. However, due to the marked decline in
demand for iron goods by villagers, he and his relatives currently work as day
labourers on construction sites and travel widely in the region to get work (plate
3.1). The benefit of this type of work is that he is paid daily in cash, but his income
is irregular, unlike that derived from a trade specialisation when in steady demand.
He is reliant on the local building trade and in periods of decline, or when
competition for work reduced wages drastically, he was forced to look further
afield. Although Kesab gives no details of his livelihood prior to his search for land
in the Terai, similar pressures from foreign imports and local competition affect the
tailoring trade. Kesab was landless and Purna owned only a small garden around
his house. Without the land to mortgage or offer as collateral on a loan, their
options in times of food shortage are more limited than those of land-owning
villagers. Small loans are available to Purna through personal ties in the village (see
also Miller 1990 :62), but these have weakened now that he no longer supplies

wealthy families with their iron goods.

The readiness with which debts are increased if food is short or funds needed for
other purposes (amongst land-owning and landless families) has been noted in a
number of hill regions (for example in Humla by Levine 1988 and in Palpa District
by Miller 1990). Research in the districts of Gulmi and Argakhanchi has shown that
the demands of debt repayments on landless families may force one member or the
whole family to seek work outside the community (Panter-Brick and Eggerman
1997:195). Alternatively debts may trap parents and their children in bonded
labour arrangements to their creditors who dictate the whereabouts and conditions
of their work (ibid.). I will later show that many boys living on the streets have run
away from jobs to which they were recruited by their relatives or neighbours (for

example, see Ramesh's words in this chapter’s introduction).

However, to view migration only in terms of a last resort would be to ignore
widespread perceptions amongst villagers that it offers the best potential for
improving one's quality of life. Kesab took his family to the Terai because he had
heard that the land was fertile and that people were able to sell their agricultural
products. In the village where Purna lives, the economic benefits of migration are
visibly apparent. The houses belonging to families in which members have migrated
for work are in good repair. Imported household goods and stylish 'city’ clothes are
often part of the migrant's booty. Moreover, some families are able to send their

children to fee-paying boarding schools in a nearby town. For villagers like Purna
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and Kesab whose options are further limited by their caste status®, migration

represents the potential to achieve some of the above prospects.

When listening to accounts of migrants, I was startled by the distances travelled
with no prior personal experience to prepare the traveller for what lay ahead. To
me, the risks seemed enormous, but I learnt from Purna and others that migration
was not the reluctant journey into the unknown that I imagined. Purna first went to
India having been persuaded by his older cousin who had been before. Upon
reflection, he did not think it particularly remarkable that he should have made the
journey aged only ten years even though he was, in his words, “still a child”. His
parents did not know anything about the hastily planned trip, however he was
presumably considered an able traveller and worker by his older cousin. Purna’s
description indicated his dependence on his cousin—there appeared to have been a
strength in their twosome. His account and the stories I heard from street children
about running away with a friend, prompted me to enquire further into ideas about
children’s capacities (see below), and the importance of alliances with people from

home, whether kin or non-kin, for a migrant.

When they arrived in Delhi, Purna's cousin introduced him to a rich householder
who employed him as a domestic helper and treated him well. One bonus of his job,
said Purna, was the five years of education he completed by studying school books
at home and sitting the exams paid for by his employer. In his opinion, he was
employed as a doorkeeper of a college in Chandighar (north India) due to his
education and to the fact that the headmaster was from the same region of Nepal.
He enjoyed doing this job for eight years and on one of his regular visits home he
married a woman from a neighbouring village. Purna appears both to have valued
the ties with home that helped him as an incoming migrant and to have prioritised

his personal links with his village while away earning money.

It was Purna’s account of his more recent experiences that alerted me to the cultural
significance of these alliances. After the birth of their first son, Purna and his wife
returned to Chandigarh for the fourth time to discover that another doorman had
been appointed. Needing money for their new family, Purna and his wife travelled

to a town in south India where they ran a roadside samosa stall. It was not chance

6According to Bista, who sees caste as prohibitive in Nepal's general development, the
abolition of caste laws (referring to differential punishment for offenders of different
caste status) in 1963 has "done much to change the attitudes of the people towards caste
structure" (1991:55). However his focus on largely urban high caste and high class
groups does not fully account for the prevailing significance of caste in the social
organisation of much of rural Nepal.
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that led them here, but long-practised seasonal migration of Baglung villagers to this
particular location, a busy transport interchange where business in roadside catering
was good. A similarly tight linkage between villagers from the far-western district of
Bajhang and an occupational niche in the south Indian city of Bangalore has been
noted by Pfaff-Czarnecka (cited in Hutt 1997:111). She found that almost the entire
population of Bangalore's night-watchmen were men from Bajhang who work for a
period of two to three years and are then replaced by another Bajhangi. On the
basis of her research on migration between a Bangladeshi village and the UK,
Gardner advocates a perspective that recognises the complexity of processes of
movement and change amongst migrants and their home community, as opposed to
a view of migration "as an 'external’ force that will inevitably lead to the breakdown
of local culture” (Gardner 1995:4). In her view, it cannot be assumed that
geographical distance from home for certain time periods will increasingly distance
people from their community. Rather the social ties might be strengthened through a
network of village neighbours in the urban work place or through regular gatherings
and expressions of village identity at festivals. Research conducted amongst the
Yakha of East Nepal, has shown that prevalent and extensive migration has become
a part of community life (Russell 1992, 1997). Because migration is an expected
part of a person’s life course, particularly amongst men, long periods of absence do
not threaten community membership. Rather, Yakha identity is found to transcend

the physical boundaries of region and nation (ibid.).

How then do these findings affect an analysis of children’s departures from home?
Purna said that he chose to leave his village at the age of ten with his cousin. Bhim
and Surje had also left home by this age, seemingly of their own volition. However,
their father indicates how little 'home' had to offer his sons, despite his attempts to
provide a livelihood for the family. Can children be considered participants in
migration in the same way as adults? If so, what are the conditions under which
children leave and what are the expectations placed upon them? To answer these
questions, it is necessary to explore ideas about who children are and what they can
do, as individuals and as family members. This is my objective in the following

section.

3.3 CULTURAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF CHILDHOOD IN NEPAL

There is no concept of children as a separate section of Nepali society...For
the most part, life is a single continuum with no apparent disjuncture
between childhood, youth and adulthood (Bista 1991:69).
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Bista backs up his claims by pointing out the early age at which children learn about
sex and contribute to the family economy, thus bringing them "the rights and
responsibilities of adulthood" (ibid.). His perspective usefully shows the contrast
between the long, institutionalised childhoods common in the North, and those
experienced by the majority of Nepali children. However, his generalisation (evident
in the words "For the most part”) fails to account for Nepal's ethnic diversity and
the range of ideas and practices that govern children'’s experiences of growing-up. In
my opinion, Bista's assertion that Nepali children are viewed as "small adults” is
simplistic because it underplays the status differences between Nepali parents and

children, and ignores the processes by which children and parents negotiate the

former's maturity.

Given Nepal’s ethnic diversity, we might expect to find differences in markers of
maturity. These are evident in the rituals demarcating male childhoods and the
transition to adulthood across a range of Nepal's ethnic groups (see table 1).
Religious orientation clearly influences the number and timing of ceremonies
performed during childhood. Amongst Hindu groups?, a number of rituals mark
children’s entry into their family and caste, thereby ascribing a social identity that is
based on interdependence within these stratified groups (plate 3.2). Groups
orientated towards Buddhism and/or animism perform far fewer rituals, and
children’s alliances with their kin and the wider community are understood in
relation to Buddhist cosmology (see for example, Diemberger 1993:104). The most
striking difference between the two religious orientations is the lack of formal
initiation into adulthood in Buddhist and syncretic groups. As I will shortly
demonstrate, adulthood is attained through certain learning practices and tacit
agreements made between children and parents. Naming and rice-feeding
ceremonies are performed for girls amongst Hindu groups, however only Newari
girls celebrate an equivalent to the male tonsure in their mock marriage to a deity
(thi) (Quigley 1995:104). Throughout Nepal there are no specific initiation
ceremonies for girls and marriage is commonly understood to confer their adult

status (for example, Miller 1990:147).

7Hinduism is practised in various forms in the Terai and amongst certain ethnic groups in
the middle hills. Although few Nepalis follow orthodox Indian Hinduism, the
appropriation of the Hindu hierarchical worldview by Brahmins, Chettris and
Newars (who hold positions of power), has given it general currency. Nepal defines
itself as a Hindu kingdom. The recent 1991 population census claims that 86.5% of the
population are Hindu, 7.8% are Buddhist, 3.5% Islam and the remaining 2% Christian,
Kiranti, Jain and others (CBS 1994:17). However, it is widely held that these
proportions over-represent the Hindus by subsuming the syncretic religious beliefs found
throughout the middle hills into the category Hindu (Bista 1991:30).
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While an examination of life-cycle rituals is instructive of the normative stages of
maturation, it is necessary to relate these to the way children are treated by their
families and communities as they grow older. Parental notions of children's
capacities are evident in their expressions of care, disciplinary practices and in the
tvpes of rights’ or privileges accorded to children. In order to explore these areas [
draw on ethnographic accounts of parenting amongst various ethnic groups in
Nepal and supplement these with observations in Salme village in Central Nepal8
and the accounts of young people of mixed caste and ethnic origin, who live in a
squatter settlement in Kathmandu®. As explained in chapter 1, residents of Salme
are largely Tamang agro-pastoralists who have long since engaged in labour
migration and currently make frequent trips to the nearest bazaar town (located
within one day’s walk from the village). Thus the views on parenting and childhood
of Salme residents and squatters derive from experiences in the rural and urban

environments.

As might be expected, all ethnic groups consider very young children to need nurture
and protection. For example, after the birth in a Gurung family, “a baby is protected
against evil by having magical threads tied round its neck, wrists and ankles. It is
fed on demand, washed and oiled daily,..." (Macfarlane and Gurung 1992:20).
Parents are responsible for the baby's spiritual and physical well-being, and their
acts of caring create a bond with the child that evolves as he or she grows older.
Infancy in Hindu society has been characterised as a period of indulgence especially
by the mother: "As far as the mother's and the family's means permit, a young
child’'s wishes are fully gratified and his unfolding capacities and activities
accepted, if not always with delight, at least with affectionate tolerance" (Kakar
1981:81). There are parallels amongst Buddhist groups, for example the Khumbo
whose children are offered their mother’s breast and plentiful physical affection
until the age of about five years!0 (Diemberger 1993:88). At this point a radical

8 The Salme ethnograpkuc material comprises 27 interviews with children and parents
conducted in 1993 by Panter-Brick and her local male assistant, as well as my own
observations and those of two anthropologists who have conducted long periods of
fieldwork in the village (Catherine Panter-Brick and Blandine Ripert).

9 Data were gathered during group discussions with seven young people aged sixteen to
nineteen facilitated by anthropologist Karen Valentin and myself. As part of the
discussion of important life stages, participants recorded their ideas visually in the
form of a 'timeline’ of the male and female life-course.

10For Hindu children, this age also marks an abrupt change in treatment from their
parents and especially their mother. Kurtz's analysis of Hindu mothering of young
children finds that maternal acts implying emotional rejection are intermingled with
those of physical nurturing (Kurtz 1992, quoted in Ingham 1996:81). He adds that the
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transition occurs as a child learns to ‘know shame’ and discover the limits of
socially acceptable behaviour.

Treat a son like a raja (king) for the first five years, like a slave for the next
ten and like a friend thereafter (North Indian proverb in Kakar 1981:127)

This proverb echoes something of the transition that Nepali boys experience from
the age of about five years as they begin to participate in domestic work and
become liable for punishment for wrongdoings. Hindu boys are given their first
tonsurell which is said to indicate the death of the mother-infant symbiosis and the
birth of the separate individual, such that in popular tradition "he is considered
ready for the process of discipline and the family's socialisation efforts” (Kakar
1981:20). These changes convey a demand from parents that children show more
maturity (Rohner and Chaki Sirkar 1988:167), at least in terms of taking some

degree of personal responsibility for their own actions and moral status.

As children are given more responsibilities in the home, demonstrations of parental
affection appear to decline. In Salme village it was rare to hear verbal praise or see a
bodily gesture that expressed parental love towards older children (see also Rohner
and Chaki-Sircar 1988), however parents rewarded them with tasty food!2 or a
small gift if they obtained good marks at school. Amongst Hindu groups boys are
likely to receive less overt affection as they get older because unlike girls, who
continue to spend time with their mothers, they are encouraged into the male sphere
where affection is not so readily demonstrated. In Hindu India, the distance
maintained in father-son relationships has been linked with the mechanisms of
partible inheritance (Kakar 1981:131). These require a father to show equal support
to his own and his brothers' sons. They also place the onus of responsibility on a

son to look after his parents in old age, an expectation that is widespread in Nepal.

exclusive pair bond between mother and infant is further weakened by the care children
receive from women in the extended family. Psychoanalysts argue that the mother-
infant bond affects personal development across cultures and pay particular attention to
the oedipal complex affecting sons. Kakar (1981) and Kurtz (1992) have examined
these relationships in Hindu India, however I am not aware of similar studies that
have attempted this task within a Nepali context and do not have scope in this thesis
to do so myself.

11 Amongst Newari families in Kathmandu, a boy's first tonsure is usually performed at
bratabanda, the ceremony of initiation into adulthood which occurs between the ages of
ten and fifteen (plate 3.2). Some bratabanda ceremonies are delayed until immediately
before marriage, in order to minimise costs.

12The importance of food allocation as a symbol of inclusion in the family will be
discussed later in the chapter.
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Plate 3.1 Limited employment opportunities for Nepali villagers
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Anthropologists have suggested that breastfeeding on demand and affection
towards young children will be to their later benefit throught their strengthening of
family bonds (Macfarlane and Gurung 1992). In contrast, Bista argues that the lack
of parental control or strong standards harms children in the long term because they
do not develop a sense of morality (1991:67). He asserts that Bahun parents rarely
punish their children either physically or through social isolation, and that they tend
to defend their own child when in conflict with another (ibid..66-67). As a result,
children are said to have little sense of social responsibility and it is only fear of
punishment that discourages them from bad behaviour. However, in Bista's view,
fear can be allayed by developing a network of friends, known as afno manchhe
(one's own people) who will remain loyal, and by relying on external forces rather
than personal resources 13. It is important to note that the problems Bista sees in an
indulgent up-bringing arise from beliefs in karma (the predestined life-course) and
the resulting fatalism common amongst Chhetri and Bahun castes. These notions do
not have the same significance amongst other ethnic and caste groups and as I will
shortly show, an apparently 'loose’ up-bringing does not result in problems for

children and their relationships with others.

3.3.1 PARENTAL DISCIPLINE AND IDEAS ABOUT THE LEARNING PROCESS

Parental attitudes towards children are influenced by ideas about how children
learn. Children in Salme are given progressively more difficult tasks at home and in
the fields. Clearly, parents expect them to become proficient through observing their
elders and through practice (plate 3.3). This mode of learning is likened to an
informal apprenticeship by Lave and Wenger (1991), and its characteristic reliance
on imitation and trial has been documented in ethnographies of Nepal. For example,
Tamang lamas (religious figures) "refine their abilities through practical experience
and join accomplished lamas in rituals”, in which they start by performing menial
ritual tasks and later move up the hierarchy to play a more central role in a
respected position (Holmberg 1989:181). In his descriptions of childhood traditions
among the Limbu, who are Buddhists living in eastern Nepal, Sagant notes that
adults will demonstrate the skills needed to perform agricultural tasks without
authority or pressure (Sagant 1996:53). The initiative comes instead from the child
who wishes to learn because he or she knows that the time is right. A Limbu boy
who learned to plough first observed, then practised and was corrected by an adult

on-looker when he made crooked furrows (ibid.).

13See Macfarlane (1993) for a comment on Bista's thesis.
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Plate 3.2 An example of male initiation into adulthood

Stages of a Newari boy’s initation (bratabanda) in which family members bave specific roles to play.
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Although the ethnographic record suggests that direct parental instruction is
unusual in Nepal, the recent growth in educational provision has brought with it a
greater emphasis on the directive role of both teachers and parents in children’s
development. The links between education, notions of 'progress’ and ideas about
'good parenting’ may explain why a Tamang man from Salme, who is both a father
and headmaster of the village school, was keen to explain to me the appropriate
way of disciplining children. In his opinion, when children make a mistake parents
should first advise them of their misconduct. If they do not listen then parents must
shout at them and if this fails, deliver a beating. While his point was that parents
can and should offer rational explanations to their children, it is interesting to note
that learning through verbal instruction is found in formal schooling, as are
punishments of individuals who fail to demonstrate their learning. Given that
instruction-based discipline is part and parcel of highly esteemed formal education,
the more ‘traditional’ parenting practices based the idea that children learn through
participation are now considered to be ‘backward’ and ineffective amongst high

caste groups and urban middle classes (see for example Bista 1991).

Sagant suggests that for the Limbu, the underlying conflicts between parents and
their children are framed by the wider context in which "young people [are]
defending their traditions of independence every inch of the way, against adults
who are more attracted to the values of their ex-conquerors” (ibid.:57). In his view
the traditional Tibeto-Burmese learning practices based in teaching by age-groups
are being superseded by the practices of the Indo-Nepalese groups who conquered
the Limbu in 1774 (ibid.:51). Thus the prevalent modern tendency favoured by
adults is towards greater paternal authority, nationalism that is embodied in
portraits of the King, children's increasing responsibility for household chores and
finally the introduction of schooling (ibid.). This change in perspective indicates that
cultural constructions of childhood change over time, especially under the influence
of imported religious orientations, modes of social organisation and ideas about

how children should learn.

3.3.2 FAMILY MEMBERSHIP, CHILDREN'S ‘RIGHTS’ AND GENDER DISPARITIES

In addition to cultural attitudes towards the learning process, children'’s treatment
by parents and input in decisions affecting their lives are influenced by their
particular roles in the family. When asked what children needed to be taught,
parents in Kathmandu and Salme advocated hard work, diligent study, obedience

and abstension from stealing. These standards are set for the child's best interest,
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but also appear to protect the moral standing of the family. Notions of family
honour (ijjat) are found throughout Nepal and underlie codes of behaviour that
subordinate children to adult decision-makers. As children mature into family
and/or caste members, their actions can bring shame (beijat) upon the family
(Diemberger 1993:106). The importance placed on teaching children to avoid
behaviour that will shame the family reinforces children’s primary position as family
members. Decisions prioritise the family's economic and social standing and are

usually made by the male head with varying input from other family members.

Diemberger’s observations prompt questions about the extent to which Nepali
children participate in decisions affecting their lives, and whether indeed they have
the “rights” that Bista claims (1991:69, see opening paragraph to section 3.3). It has
been argued that the primacy of the Asian extended family as a social unit over its
individual members may give greater autonomy to the individual child when grand-
parents or other dependants are present, yet at the same time may force children
into working roles to sustain the family unit (Hockey and James 1993:70).
According to Miller, children and women contribute to the planning stage of
decisions in villages in Palpa District (Western Development Region of Nepal),
however it is the appearance of consensus that is significant in what is often a

decision taken by a senior male in the family (1990 :112).

Ethnographies of Hindu communities in Nepal such as those of Bennett (1983) and
Gray (1995), have focused on gender divisions in adult work, but lack a thorough
analysis of children's work responsibilities and decision-making whilst they are, at
least in theory, 'at home'. To address this bias, a team of researchers from Actionaid
conducted a six month study in two mixed-caste Hindu villages in Sindhuli district
(Johnson et al. 1995). They employed a range of participatory techniques through
which children could record their activities and viewpoints. The study showed that
children were making decisions in their everyday agricultural tasks, but decisions
regarding children's work and schooling were made by the male heads of household.
Finding that boys' opinions are listened to seriously by adults only after marriage
and that girls must sometimes wait longer, the researchers concluded that children’s

"responsibilities far out-strip their decision-making rights” (Johnson et al. 1995:43).

As has been reported elsewhere, girls were shown to spend more time working and
less time at rest or play than boys (Acharya and Bennett 1981:xxxv). Interestingly,
while girls in Sindhuli perform a large proportion of their tasks on their own or with
family members, boys tend to work in groups of friends (Johnson et al. 1995:47-48).
This raises the possibility of a gender difference in children's experiences of work as

either restrictive and authoritarian or involving a form of social interaction in which
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they can make decisions for the future. While boys also may find work restrictive
and be prevented from taking opportunities, it is important to appreciate these

broad gender disparities as part of the context to boys' decisions to leave home.

The normative picture painted of Hindu sons is that they are primarily orientated
towards their family and caste group in readiness for their future role as providers
and protectors of the family. These ideals are evident in the short novel by
Shesharaj Dali about Sanu, a Newari boy who faces a dilemma about his
involvement in a family dispute in which his aunt falsely accuses his sister of
stealing a money purse. Sanu wonders whether he should silently bear any injustice
done to his section of the family, whether his parents should contest the accusation
and what might be the consequences of his own intervention. According to the
author, Sanu's primary consideration is to avoid any breaches in the joint family
(Dali 1993:77). However, Dali’s is an adult perspective and likely to contain some
idealisation of the child's thoughts. Boys in Salme and Kathmandu did not
emphasise an allegiance to their family in these terms. My impression was that
although their positions in the family remain important, boys were also investing in
relationships with friends and contacts outside the immediate family setting in a

similar manner to young Limbu (Sagant 1996).

3.3.3 COMPARING NEPALI CHILDHOODS

In Bista's definition, the Limbu are one of Nepal's 'ethnic’ groups whose non-Hindu
orientation would produce very different childhoods to those of the Bahun-Chhetris
he describes. On the basis of my observations in Salme and the accounts of
children'’s village experiences given in Kathmandu, I suggest that there are parallels
between a Limbu childhood and those of many other groups in Nepal. Sagant
asserts that while Limbu boys in theory live with their parents, they actually spend
much of their time in "their own space that is not crossed by the paths of their
fathers and mothers" (ibid.:51). Similarly, Salme boys spend the majority of their
time with friends or relatives outside their own homes, and visit the homes of others
frequently. According to Sagant, while herding with friends and engaging in labour
exchange, Limbu boys are outside the family environment and have opportunities to
subvert adult decisions (ibid.:54). Limbu parents are aware of this possibility but
do not actively try to prevent a son acting independently as long as he conceals it
from their view. For example, after a trip to the town or an all-night dancing session
with a group of girls, teenage boys appear for work on their father's fields as usual.
If a father remains ignorant, then he is blameless of his son's actions and does not

have to discipline him (Sagant 1996). A son’'s autonomy does not threaten his
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father's authority because a son's duties are never openly negotiated. It is not that
the Limbu, and even groups orientated towards Hinduism, do not have a family
basis to ideas about children's behaviour, but that these remain implicit and hence

can tacitly acknowledge that friendships and individual wishes also influence

children'’s decision-making.

I often heard parents blame their children's misbehaviour on the negative influence
of friends. In Nepal, the notion that a child's moral standing cannot be divorced
from that of his or her family partly explains the ambivalence surrounding the input
of friends in children’s lives. By interacting closely with persons outside the family,
children expose themselves to poor treatment from non-kin and at the same time
endanger the family honour (jjjat). In reality, pragmatic concerns usually override the
ideals that serve to maintain family unity and a child's physical presence in the
family. The reason for this is that parents and children are aware that such ideals
cannot be maintained if one wants to improve one's quality of life in the face of
deeply rooted social inequalities. It is widely recognised that when resources are
limited within families, the opportunities for improved quality of life are available
through personal connections to those of high-status, regardless of whether they are
part of one's family or caste group. Given that alliances with non-kin have the
potential to lead to credit or employment (of parent or child), we can suppose that

teenage boys are expected to look for opportunities beyond their immediate kin

group.

3.4 CHILDREN'S EXPERIENCES OF HOME LIFE: A CONTEXT TO
DEPARTURE

In the previous section I showed how attitudes towards children are interconnected
with cultural notions of personhood‘ and family membership that vary within
Nepal. I will now build on this ethnographic framework and focus specifically on
children’s perspectives of their everyday lives. I will compare the characteristics of
'home' that street boys (khate) speak of, with the experiences of children living with
their families in both Salme village and Kohiti squatter settlement in Kathmandu!4.
Although these two locations cannot, of course, represent the diverse range of
communities from which the khate originate, they provide an important insight into
the experiences and views of poor children and their families who have in some way
been involved in migration. The long history of labour migration in Salme means that

14 Data from Kohiti squatter settlement consist of interviews undertaken during the 1993
comparative study and my on-going observation during 1995.
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children have grown up with the movement of persons—young men in particular—in
and out of the villagel5. Moreover, most Salme boys with whom we spoke had
travelled beyond the village for trade purposes or schooling. They therefore
evaluated their experiences and talked about their aspirations in the light of the

differences they perceived between the village and what lies outside.

3.4.1 A WORKING ROLE IN THE FAMILY

Raj Kumar, now a rag-picker in Kathmandu, explained the reason why he left his
home in a hill village at the age of twelve:

At home I don't have parents, just my mother. There are enough people to do
the work at home and in the fields. I didn't like living there.

As evident in our prior study (see chapter 1), most boys living on the streets have
both parents at home and Raj Kumar's family situation is relatively uncommon. It is
interesting that he comments on his family's labour resources and justifies his
departure with the fact that he is not needed at home. Clearly he regards his own
agricultural and domestic labour at the age of twelve as potentially important to the

family should they have been short of workers.

In Salme, most families have access to enough land to be self-sufficient in crops
providing that they have the labour to cultivate them. The demanding agricultural
regime consists of planting five cereal crops per year plus tubers in small terraced
fields ranging from 1350 to 2500 metres (plate 3.3), and grazing livestock on the
high pastures as well as in harvested fields (Panter-Brick 1989:207). In general, the
higher the number of able workers in a family, the more food it is able to produce.
Difficulties arise for married couples who do not have the help of parents, siblings
or older children, as described by Yoghale, father of four children:

The two of us, my wife and I, face a large problem to do with labour. We are

alone—one father and one mother—and the children must be clothed and

fed. The fields must be worked for them, the animals must be tied up and
herded, and the fodder collected.

The central role played by children in the family economy is recognised in the well-
known Nepali proverb: "the riches of the poor are their children” (Lall 1991:ii).

15 Over the last decade, 19% of Salme's population of 460 adults have left the village and
returned only for short visits (Ripert, pers.comm.). Of these, 22% migrated to
Kathmandu, 20% to India, 16% to local villages (mostly women at marriage), 12% to
Trisuli (the nearest town), 12% to the Terai and 7% to the army (ibid.).
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Plate 3.3 The hill environment and children’s tasks

Washmg bots is a common task for children.

Assisting his father to plough, this boy learns essential skills

through participation.
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Boys enjoying the freedom to earn for themselves.




However three of Yoghale's children, all of whom are under eight years old, are too
young to be able to do more than fetch and carry for their parents. His eldest son
left the village with an older cousin to look for opportunities in the town and in due

course, [ will discuss Yoghale's feelings about his departure.

As soon as they are physically able, Salme children are involved in domestic tasks
and accompany parents to fetch water and fodder for the livestock (plate 3.3).
From the age of about six years they herd the cattle in small groups of siblings
and/or friends. Parents rely on them to look after each other and make sure that the
cattle do not raid or trample crops. Boys over the age of about twelve sometimes
stay alone in the goth (temporary shelter used while herding or farming in the fields)
for several days, cooking their own meals and in sole charge of the animals (plate
3.3). From this age they are considered old enough to plough and able to contribute
the labour input of an adult. Similarly, children living in Kohiti squatter area help
their mothers with domestic tasks from about five years. Those only a few years
older are put in charge of roadside vegetable stalls although relatives are normally in
the vicinity (plate 3.4).

In the previous section I suggested that gender differences in the type and amount of
work given to children by their families enabled boys to act more independently
than girls. In addition to their preparation for future domestic responsibilities (plate
3.4), girls are given tasks within the home to ensure good marriage prospects.
Amongst Hindu groups, girls who have wandered outside the home confines are
viewed with suspicion by parents aiming to find a match for their sons. Even
amongst Tibeto-Burman groups orientated towards Buddhism, girls are usually
chaperoned at fairs or trips to the bazaar (Sagant 1996, Ripert pers. comm.).
Should their income be required by the family, parents endeavour to protect
daughters by arranging their jobs through relatives or personal connections. Boys, by
contrast, roam further with family and friends both within the local surroundings

and into nearby villages and towns for important ceremonies or trade purposes
(plate 3.4).

Despite these gender differences, children may not view their work solely in terms of
its restrictions. Amongst the Tamang and other Tibeto-Burman groups, boys and
girls over the age of 13 participate in parma, a group-based reciprocal work
arrangement (Panter-Brick 1993:228, Macfarlane and Gurung 1992:24). In Salme,
young people join the adult groups and work on each family's land consecutively. In
contrast, Limbu girls and boys of about fourteen years arrange their own groups and

work apart from the adults. Long evenings of dancing follow the day's work and
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Sagant illustrates the significance of these groups as social fora in which young
people can demonstrate their suitability as potential marriage partners and take
steps towards securing the arrangement without their parents’ prior consent (Sagant
1996:55). Evidently, young people generate camaraderie through their participation
in work activities which play a vital role in the process of maturation and the

formation of social identity.

It is nonetheless important to place these potential long-term benefits of children'’s
working roles in the context of their views of everyday tasks. In Salme there was
little indication that children questioned either their ability to complete the tasks
assigned to them or the fact that their families required their contribution. Some
boys spoke of their own economic returns and many reported the personal
satisfaction they derive from working. Som, aged 13, expects to be given two or
three sheep in five years time as payment for working in his uncle's goth. Moreover,
in the company of friends or siblings, herding can be very sociable and there are
plenty of opportunities for target practice with the catapult. Most boys thought that
being alone in goth with lots of different tasks was harder than working from home.
Others, like Dilman, find herding 'restful’ and enjoy the freedom and detachment of
working in the goth, not to mention the ready supply of fresh milk. Overall, when
compared to school work, domestic and agricultural tasks were seen to require
much more effort. Several boys said that attending school is "easy—because you can

sit down all day”, and that it was fun to play with friends between lessons.

External measures of the impact of work on children’s quality of life fail to assess
the impact of domestic and agricultural work for the household. For example, the
recent national population census states that 18% of children aged between 10 and
14 years work for remuneration in cash or kind for more than six months of the year
(Thapa et al 1997:6); no mention is made of the proportion engaged in non-
remunerated tasks. Despite the gap in knowledge of family-based labour, it is
instructive to consider the links drawn between the incidence of child labour
(defined as remunerated work for more than six months of the year), levels of
poverty and literacy across Nepal’s seventy-five districts (Thapa 1997). Thapa's
study showed a lower incidence of male child labour in districts where overall
literacy is high, whereas it was only in the few areas with high female literacy that
rates of female child labour were reduced. His results suggest a further gender bias
towards males in access to and benefits from education (ibid.:11) and paint a bleak
picture of girls’ prospects. Yet the question still remains as to whether schooling can

realistically replace or run alongside the work demanded of poor Nepali boys.
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3.4.2 WHO CAN GO TO SCHOOL, OR WANTS TO?

In common with a large proportion of Nepal’s poor children, boys who live on the
streets in Kathmandu have had little or no-schooling!é. Nepal still has some of the
lowest school attendance and completion rates in South Asia, despite a significant
increase in numbers of schools throughout the country in recent decades (CBS
1994:123). Urban areas continue to be favoured and rural schools often serve a
large and scattered population. According to UNICEF, children’s education is
hindered by the frequency with which pupils fail to move into the next grade, miss
periods of the school year or drop-out at an early age, as well as high rates of
inattendance by teachers (UNICEF 1992).

As has been illustrated, families are often unable to spare a son or daughter who
can work, particularly in the seasons of intense agricultural activity. In Salme
village, there are 163 children registered at the primary school but only 80-90 attend
on a daily basis (Ripert, pers.comm). Thirteen year old Harka explained "I go to
school, but sometimes I don't go because my mother wants me to stay at home. So
when there's work to do at home, I stay and do it". Research into children’s work
and school lives in Sindhuli district show that a child’s gender, caste and birth
position within the family affect his or her chances of beginning and continuing an
education (Johnson et al. 1995:47). Family security and wealth, when measured in
terms of land ownership, were identified as determining factors to children’s access
to education in a rural survey (Baidya et al. 1981). This study showed three
quarters of the landless families did not have a child in school, whereas one or more
children from over half the land-owning families attended school (ibid.:177). In
addition, the hidden costs of ‘free’ primary schooling provided by the state prevent

poor children from pursuing their studies.

Birendra, a street boy who now begs from tourists in Kathmandu, attended school
as well as fetching fodder while he was living at home. When studying in grade 3,
illness prevented him from going to school and he was taken off the register. His
parents were unable to afford the cost of re-registering. Even if children sustain
attendance, the regular cash expenditure on stationary and uniform required for a

state education is often beyond the means of poor families and children drop out.

16 Of the homeless children surveyed in 1993, 42% reported never having attended school
and among those who had, the majority completed less than three years of education.
Recently CWIN reported that 63% of all the 1370 children registered have either
never attended school or completed one year and are therefore defined ‘illiterate’
(Statistical Information on Kathmandu's Street Children 1989-1995, unpublished
report).
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Recently, the government has increased its efforts to provide a basic education to all
children and particularly those in rural areas. Until 1995, there were no tuition
charges in primary schools until grade 7 (when pupils are usually 12 years old) in
rural areas, whereas charges began in grade 5 in urban areas (Skar and Cederroth
1997:126). Now, the government does not charge school fees anywhere for children
up to and including grade 10, however parents must still pay for uniforms,
stationary, snacks and perhaps transport. Usually pupils in grade 10 sit an exam to
attain the School Leaving Certificate which is required for further education or

government jobs including primary school teacher (ibid.:79).

Obtaining an education is no easy task even for children who attend school
regularly. Govinda, who spent two years rag-picking on the streets, connected his
departure directly with his failure to succeed at school in accordance with his
parents’ expectations:

Once I failed the English exam. My father scolded me and said "you are fit

only for cattle grazing”. Then I took 500 rupees from him and ran away to
Kathmandu.

As far as one can tell from the account, Govinda's father makes no allowance for
the fact that school work can be difficult and we are not told of the physical
conditions under which he was studying. In the hills of Baglung district, a significant
proportion of pupils walk for over two hours to and from school each day. I
observed these children in the evenings, heads bent low over their schoolbooks,
doing homework by candlelight. At school, conditions are inconducive to learning:
class sizes are large, the equipment poor and teachers inconsistent in their
attendance or prone to physically punishing childrenl?. Striking children for bad
behaviour and laziness appears to be an acceptable and common practice in most

schools (see for example, Shivakoti 1996:88).

The perseverence demonstrated by pupils in the face of these difficulties is
suggestive of the high value placed on education. Thirteen year old Dilman is teased
by his peers and thought of as rather a simpleton, because he no longer goes to
school. He explained his decisions as follows:

When I went to school, the master used to hit me because I couldn't read the

books. So I don't go any more. I work at the goth—cutting grass, fetching
wood, putting in the cattle stakes and making rope.

17The poor salary and lack of training or resources available to teachers should not be
overlooked.
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For Dilman and others like him who struggle at school, there is rarely any provision
of extra tuition and once reprimanded for 'stupidity’, they are naturally drawn to
agricultural activities in which they are competent. However there was little
indication that these skills are valued as highly as literacy amongst children or
adults, in spite of their economic benefits to the family. Schooling for village children
can be a means of levelling differences created by traditional gender, caste and state
hierarchies, but at the same time it produces new lines of status distinction.
Research conducted in a village in Central Nepal revealed the sharp contrasts
drawn by children and adults between un-educated and educated persons. The un-
educated were said to be living in a “traditional, superstitious and conservative
world”, like that of the previous generation which was oriented towards farming
and local affairs (Skinner and Holland 1996:280). In contrast, an educated person
whose “eyes had been opened” to personal opportunities and the prospect of
“development” in the community, is able to look outward and forward beyond the
village present (ibid.:282). The association between going to school and a 'bright
future’ (ujjalo jivan) is another indication that formal education has become a source
of symbolic capital, through which the 'educated’ can claim superior status
(ibid.:274).

The prestige accorded to formal education in recent years has created a new
reference point for the negotiation of the responsibilities of both parents and
children. While parents consider it their duty to educate their children, the flip-side
to this is that children are expected to perform well. Due to the associations
between education, a 'good’ job and future security, this applies to children from
wealthy high-caste families as well as those from poor families. Failing at school can
therefore have greater ramifications in a child's relationships with his parents than
disobedience on other accounts. These are demonstrated in Lhakpa's account of
events prior to his arrival on the streets. When asked why he left school, he replied:
My father died...who could pay for my schooling then?...later my mother put
me in school again, then my grandmother, but how she used to shout when I
didn't go—at my mother especially! So I left their house with my mother and
we went to her mother's house, and of course I left school. Then when I went

back to school later on, I lost my school books. My mother screamed at me,
so I fled.

Evidently there are inter-personal tensions within Lhakpa's family which, in his
eyes, centred around the costs of his schooling. It is apparent that his family
considered his education important and that his own actions have been interpreted
as a rejection of a valued opportunity. It is reasonable to suppose that Lhakpa has
disappointed his mother who invested heavily in providing what she, and others,

may well regard to be the best means of escaping the poverty they now face. The
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pain of letting his mother down, as well as the fear of being punished, may well

have triggered Lhakpa's departure.

The signboards posted outside the growing number of private boarding schools in
Kathmandu give an impression of a general cultural consensus that education is the
best guarantee of a child's future success. But is it the case that every parent
prioritises education and that every child aspires to ‘become educated’? If so, we
may assume children living on the streets would rather have remained at home and
at school, than travel to the city. However, some boys who attended school in their
home village do not report economic or family-related prompts to their departure,
indicating that this decision was made in an attempt to seek a better life outside the
village. Evidently, these boys did not think that their schooling would provide the

opportunities they desired and they opted to seek elsewhere.

In Nepal's villages only a handful of jobs including mayor and health worker require
training beyond secondary school levell8. These positions tend to be held by those
from high status or wealthy families, incomers from the towns or those who have
returned with money earnt elsewhere. There is little tangible evidence that education
alone will guarantee success. Several Salme boys related their wishes to be school
masters or have an ‘office job' in the city with the prospect of an 'easy life’ and a
regular salary. Yet children’s aspirations are tempered by their awareness of the
high costs of boarding in secondary schools. Pragmatic concerns were also
expressed by parents of school-going children who conveyed an underlying worry
about the current and future value of education to their children. Salme parents
were critical of school teachers, claiming that they did not really care whether their
children learnt all that they should and teachers in turn criticised parents for not
prioritising their children’s schooling (Ripert, pers.comm.). In conversation with
Bina, a squatter mother, I asked about the age she considered children able to work
in the house:
I would say from the age of about ten, that is if they listen to their parents—
but you know it’s different nowadays compared to when we were young.
Then, eight year old children were told to do things by their parents and they
did them. Nowadays children go to school, so if you ask a fifteen year old to

go and get some water they refuse saying that they don’t know how to. They
say that they have to study and have no time for housework.

Like parents in Salme, Bina sees the current cost of school attendance to herself and

other workers in the family. Moreover, later in the conversation, she reveals an

18 Although changes are planned, those who have passed the School Leaving Certificate
are qualified to be primary school teachers (Skar and Cedderoth 1997:79).
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underlying worry shared by other parents that her children will be unable to find a
salaried job even having completed an education. This possibility affects children’s

future livelihood and that of the family, for the two are intimately linked.

By exploring the ideals surrounding education and relating these to actions taken by
children and parents, this section has added context to children's departures from
home. I have shown that decisions by children and adults relating to school
attendance are made with some scepticism as to whether education will be of
greater benefit than other courses of action. Interestingly, YoGhale, the Salme father
quoted in the previous section whose thirteen year old son left the village with his
cousin, had the following to say about his departure:

A son has got to travel. Only after travelling will a son think of coming back.

By travelling a certain amount, we gain that much knowledge—ijust staying

here is no good. It is not enough to learn things from a book, so we must go
to different places. There, the eyes can see and the hands can learn to do.

Such assertions of the value of experience-based learning tend to be over-shadowed
by the high profile given to formal schooling. The pervasiveness of migration in
village life in much of Nepal raises the possibility that parents regard their sons'
education as one means to securing a good job outside the village and returning with
money—in other words it teaches them to be better migrants. If this is the case, then
schooling is only one of a number of the possible steps to such a goal. Others may
include cultivating friendships with those connected to employers in the town, or
simply having the initiative to accompany a friend or relative and make the best of

opportunities that arise.

3.4.3 RESPONSES TO TENSIONS WITHIN THE FAMILY

Without exception, research conducted with Nepali street children has identified
family conflict as a major trigger to children's departure from home. A recent
national survey of street children commissioned by UNICEF cites "breakdown in the
family support system, domestic violence, and parental neglect and abuse" to be the
primary reasons why children left their homes (CWS 1996:194). The resulting
explanatory power given to family conflict in media and NGO reports can convey
the impression that it is unique to street children rather than part of the everyday
experiences of the wider population (CWIN 1990, 1993). Clearly this assumption is
without basis, however it cannot be tested without comparative studies of the
forms of family conflict tolerated by children who stay at home. To my knowledge,
such studies do not exist and hence my aim in this section is to investigate children's

experiences of family relationships within the home and ask where their limits of
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toleration might be. Such an enquiry requires me to consider ‘conflict’ as part and

parcel of everyday life in the family setting.

In a previous section, I discussed the importance of family membership in the
formation of an individual's social identity and drew attention to research findings
relating to the role of non-kin alliances. These imply that thinking about Nepali
families as cohesive units and thereby excluding the positive role of non-kin
associations, is to falsely construct ‘the household’ and ‘the family’ (see Campbell
1996). As noted by Onta-Bhatta (1996:194), there is a tendency amongst scholars
and members of the dominant classes to espouse a "homogenized notion of the
Nepali family as the site where ‘pure’ Nepali culture remains supreme”. Given that
the accounts of street children undermine such positive notions of the family and
that these children have rejected the family by living independently, the tendency
amongst officials to treat them as a separate category begins to make sense. My
interest here is in the views of children and parents who have experienced what is

retrospectively labelled as pathological family conflict.

It is, of course, impossible to generalise about the composition of homes across
Nepal. In addition to ethnic and rural-urban differences, the presence and absence
of various family members can be expected to vary during the period in which a
child is living at home. As I pointed out earlier, studies have tended to focus on the
presence of biological and step-parents, and overlook the part that members of the
extended family might play in caring for children and strengthening the family
group. Observations in one of Kathmandu's squatter settlements showed that the
presence of one or more grand-parents or an aunt had several important benefits to
children and their families. For example, there is the possibility of at least two
regular incomes which can be sustained even if one adult has to stay at home to care
for a sick child (Valentin, pers. comm.). In addition, where there are sufficient adult
family members to enable one to stay at home, children are relieved of some of their

responsibilities for younger siblings.

Although caring for siblings cannot be assumed to be beyond children’s capabilities
or detrimental to their well-being, there was general consensus amongst squatter
parents that the supportive presence of an additional adult is advantageous to both
carer and infant (ibid.). Finally, even a small extended family is better able to host
visitors and maintain the links through which support may be sought, than a nuclear
family. For example, the village-based relatives of squatter families visit on occasion
and are a vital link into a social network of 'our people’ (afno manchhe) who can help
financially at times of crisis and may therefore protect children from having to seek

work. It should be pointed out that research in India indicates negative as well as
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positive effects of an extended family structure on mother-child relationships!®. The
research findings outlined above suggest that family composition influences
children's experiences of home life and thus the relative attraction of moving away
from home. However, on the basis of available evidence, we clearly cannot assume

that large extended families are more likely to prevent children from leaving.

As far as | am aware, there are no census data available to document household
composition across Nepal. Yet even if data existed, a cross-sectional survey would
not accurately reflect the changes that many children experience by the age of twelve
years. Observations in Salme village and Kohiti squatter area indicate that the
temporary or permanent absence of a biological parent is but one aspect of the
fluidity of ‘home’ in terms of the physical presence of its members. Migration for
work can take parents away from the family home for a proportion of each year or
for several years. Notably, parents are better able to undertake temporary labour
migration if there are members of the extended family who can care for their

children and maintain the farm.

A parent's attempt to maximise family security through increasing the number of
adult workers in the family is one explanation for the high rates of parental
remarriage evident in the accounts of street children. Remarriage is likely in the event
of a spouse’s death or elopement partly because it is difficult for single parents in
Nepal to acquire an income or status?0. In socio-economic terms, a father needs a
woman's labour to run the household and raise his children. The outcomes of
widowhood or divorce for women vary between ethnic groups, however the
majority practice patrilineal inheritance. As a result, a divorced or widowed mother
is likely to struggle to provide for her family's current needs and future inheritance
without a husband's cash income and assets. Hindu women are particularly

dependent on their husbands because, unlike Tamang women, they do not receive

19Lower levels of maternal warmth in extended family households than in nuclear family
households recorded in northern India have been attributed to the crowded conditions
and lack of privacy in homes of extended families (Rohner and Chaki-Sircar 1988:154).
However a study based in Orissa extended its focus beyond the mother to include the
collective care-giving by other relatives and neighbours and concluded that "the
mother's positive affect increased as households increased in structural complexity
from nuclear to extended” (Seymour 1983, in ibid.).

20Nonetheless, as is common in analyses of family dynamics in the South, the prevalence
of lone-parenting in Nepal may well be underestimated because this type of data are
excluded from demographic profiles (Boyden, pers. comm.).
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an inheritance (pewa) when they leave home that remains theirs regardless of the

outcome of their marriage (Fricke 1986:135)21.

As noted in chapter 1, stepmothers feature more prevalently than stepfathers in
street boys’ accounts. This bias is in line with the relative frequency of remarriage
amongst men in the squatter community as compared to women. Despite being
illegal, polygamy is still practised and men usually take a new wife in addition to,
rather than as a replacement for, the existing wife. Men with several wives tend to
live with the woman they most recently married, but visit those living in the village
or other parts of the city. It appears that divorce, although a legal concept in Nepal,
is rarely experienced as a final separation by spouses and their children. Yet
regardless of the specific features of the relationships that are maintained between
spouses, boys like Govinda who are sons of first wives (now absent or superceded)
report the effects of the changes on their place in the home:

Before my mother eloped, then I was happy at home—but she left when I

was just two years old. Then my stepmother came. She dislikes me—she

gave food to her son but none to me. So then I went to live at my friend’s
house and I was happy.

Boys living on the street commonly describe rejection by a step-parent?2 in terms of
the discriminatory manner in which food was allocated and punishments given. As
described earlier in the chapter, the giving or withholding of food and material gifts
also featured in Salme children's evaluations of the degree of love and care they
receive at home. The significance of food allocation in kinship and wider social
relationships is common to many societies. In her study of Fijian hierarchy, Toren
notes that the giving of food in a hierarchical household “connotes authority in its
benign and nurturing aspect” (Toren 1990:168). Govinda's words quoted above
show that parents and particularly mothers, can use their power to give or withhold
food as a tool to maintain dominance over their children. In Nepal, and especially
amongst Hindu groups, the order in which persons are served the main meal reflects
the family hierarchy. Generally it is the senior male who is served first, followed by
other adult males, very young children, older children, and finally the junior
mothers, daughters and daughters-in-law. To be denied food is therefore to be

denied one's place in the social nexus of the home.

21 According to Holmberg, divorce greatly hinders a Hindu woman's prospects for
remarriage yet does not have this effect amongst the Tamang (1989:60).

22Interestingly, girls who work in the sex trade in Kathmandu and in India report similar
maltreatment by their step-parents (Gurung, pers.comm.).
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Some street boys cite persistent disparagement (hepnu?3), scolding (galli garnu) and
beating (pitnu) that made life at home so miserable that departure became the
sensible, or perhaps only conceivable, option. Adult men in Salme also spoke of
leaving their homes and even the village when they were children as a result of
discriminatory treatment from their stepmothers (Ripert, pers.comm.). The general
notion that stepmother-stepson relationships are inherently problematic is
illustrated in the comments made by one Salme man about a neighbouring family.
He held that the father had decided not to remarry after his wife’s death because he
loved his son and therefore did not want to risk the problems that a stepmother

might cause him.

The scope of this thesis permits me only to indicate the interactive role of economic,
psychological and social factors that influence children's experience and expression
of conflicts with step-parents. For example, maternal prioritisation of natural
children must be understood in the context of material poverty and partible
inheritance in which a previous wife’s sons are entitled to a share in assets and
land. The intense mother-son bond found in Hindu groups may enhance conflict
between boys and their step-mothers (Kakar 1981:83). However, girls are less able
to express or act upon maltreatment by stepmothers because they are more confined

to the domestic sphere than boys.

There is no doubt that poor relationships with step-parents contribute to the
discomfort children experience in the home. Nevertheless, a focus on the socio-
economic and psychological factors that may cause conflicts with step-parents risks
overlooking the wider implication of ‘stepmothering’. The manner in which boys
refer to ‘stepmothers’ suggests that they are a cultural trope representing a much
more complex set of family tensions. In the previous chapter I alluded to the
benefits of bringing a stepmother into a personal account of home-life that were
pointed out to me by street boys. I was reminded of the 'evil stepmothers’ central to
the plots of English fairytales and noted their similarly stereotyped role in Nepali
folk stories?4. These observations prompted me to compare the perspectives of a
stepmother and her stepson on the conflicts between them. The analysis that
follows draws on the views of Dorje (one of the boys quoted at the start of this

23The common verb hepnu is not easily translated into English but the sense is of
domineering, belittling or looking down upon others.

2} Although Nepali adults and children spoke of the ‘wicked stepmother’ characters in
traditional stories, I was unable to find references to stepmothers within the relatively
small proportion of folk literature that has been written down and translated into
English.
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chapter whom I have known for three years) and his stepmother concerning the

circumstances surrounding his departure?>.

Dorje explained his departure in terms of the floods that took the family's land and
prompted their move to Kathmandu, his mother's illness which drained the family
budget, his father’s subsequent remarriage and the maltreatment he received from
his stepmother (see quote in chapter introduction). His focus is on a series of events
that put pressure on the whole family and resulted in personal problems for him at
home. While living on the street, Dorje visited home every few months and on one
occasion when I accompanied him, his stepmother, Suk Rani, explained her point of
view:

If I ask the children to work hard at home, the neighbours think that because

[ am a stepmother I am always asking them to do this and that. When I

speak to the children softly they don't listen to me, so I have to shout at

them....then people say that it is because I am a stepmother. But I don't treat
Dorje any differently to my own sons.

Here Suk Rani demonstrates her sensitivity to the potential assumptions of others,
including myself, regarding her treatment of Dorje. This was made even more
apparent in her later assertion that she loves Dorje as if he were her own sister's
son. Although in this case the claims of stepmother and stepson are contradictory,
my interest is not so much in whether or not Dorje was beaten by his stepmother,
but in their perceptions of their relative positions and the choices open to them.
Unlike Dorje, Suk Rani is not subordinated to adults on the basis of age. However
social norms require her to defer to her husband's authority and these should be
considered when reading her explanation of their respective efforts to guide Dorje:
When my husband comes home tired at night, the neighbours complain to
him about his son. He lets Dorje off a few times but if he keeps misbehaving
then my husband punishes him. But he is not a hard man, he is soft.
Whenever I ask the children to do something the neighbours accuse me of
being unfair because I am a stepmother so I'say to his father “they think it is
because I am a stepmother that I shout at Dorje, so you must tell Dorje to
behave well”. I stopped telling Dorje what to do and the neighbours kept on

complaining about him. Only when his father sees with his own eyes that
Dorje is doing bad things does he beat him—every few months or so".

Z5Due to the inherent bias in data that largely comprise children’s accounts of leaving
home, [ sought opportunities to hear alternative perspectives on the same event so that
I could analyse a boy's transition from home to the street from the perspective of the
household and wider community. According to Kearney, these perspectives have been
too frequently overlooked by scholars of migration and have constrained understanding
of the social dynamics of movement (Kearney 1996:334).
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Interestingly, the reactions of neighbours that Suk Rani uses to support her claims,
as well as the indication that Dorje is also beaten by his father, indicate that Suk
Rani was only one player within the family dynamic. It is only by widening the
frame of analysis to include the perspectives of several players that I am able to
contextualise situations of apparent extreme interpersonal conflict that prompt a

boy’s departure from home.

Efforts to determine factors that place children at risk of abuse from family
members have turned their attention to the effects of recent socio-economic
pressures on ‘traditional’ forms of social organisation. Karim argues that “poverty
associated with a social disruption in family and social organisation is directly
associated with child neglect and abuse” (Karim 1993:168). Common to these
analyses is the notion that the form of poverty experienced by urban immigrants
and squatters produces ‘social ills’ that affect children, for example alcoholism.
Boys spoke of leaving home after being beaten by relatives—usually fathers—who
were “crazy from drinking”. Squatter children too complained that their fathers
drank too much and as a result would come home very late, scold them and quarrel
with their mothers (Valentin, pers.comm.). Given that alcohol consumption drains
the family finances and reduces a family's status within the community, its impact
on children is clearly greater than the immediate physical and emotional pain of
being hit by their fathers. Drunken and abusive parents also featured in the
accounts of boys who fled rural homes, thus cautioning against the assumption that

family conflict involving alcohol is a modern, urban phenomenon.

In concluding this section I reflect on the possibility that changing social trends in
Nepal have caused more children to leave home in recent years. Drawing on her
experience in the Philippines, Silva suggests that the stresses of urban living are
linked to the "disappearance of certain cultural safety valves” (Silva 1996:281). She
asserts that husbands no longer fear the uncertainty of living outside their lawful
families and that a decline in religious sanctions has contributed to the
disintegration of community and family support structures. The first problem here is
that rural communities are portrayed as static and comprising of close interpersonal
ties that pfotect children. Prevalent migration from Nepal's villages refutes the first
proposition and the second reflects ideals that are commonly projected onto rural
life. While ethnography of a recently urbanised Gurung population documents the
advent of family tensions during adolescence (Macfarlane and Gurung 1992:15),
friction between parents and their children is described as part and parcel of
growing up in Limbu villages in East Nepal (Sagant 1996). The second probem with

Silva’s conclusion is that positively valued trends, such as increasing provision for
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education and migration to the workplace, are not evaluated for their role in altering
the expectations and priorities of family members. As I have demonstrated in this
chapter, families disperse in an attempt to educate their children and raise their
social and economic status. Often it is these movements that prompt the second
marriages and family tensions more readily cited as causes to children’s separation

from the home.

3.4.4 TRAVELLING TO THE CITY

The family's history and current circumstances form the basis to children’s journeys
to the city. Many like Dorje, Bhim and Surje, have moved with their families from
hill areas in their efforts to secure land or work in the plains or city26. Some
homeless boys described accompanying their parents to carpet, brick and textile
factories, working alongside them and then running away. Others came from hill
villages to work as porters in Kathmandu with an older relative in order to earn
cash during the slack months of the agricultural year. One could argue that the
experience of moving with relatives gives children the knowledge of the urban
environment and confidence to seek work independently. However, the fact that
most children remain with relatives in the workplace suggests that the prompts to
independent flight are negative experiences, or perhaps a positive opportunity, that

are particular to the individual child.

A family's need for cash or obligation to repay a debt are the primary reasons why
children travel to the city with an agent. Research into the recruitment process in the
carpet industry found that 8% of children were bound to their job by family debts
(CWIN 1992 cited in Sattaur 1993:34). In all likelihood, the agent is well known to a
child's parents and offers 'opportunities' to children across the village. For example,
in Beltar village in Sindhuli district, the local broker was a village resident and thus
able to assure parents of direct payment for their children'’s labour (Johnson et al.
1995:57). According to Sattaur, parents are sometimes offered a loan by the broker
and if they are unable to repay it or pay the interest, the broker "may strike a deal
to 'train’ the son or daughter in the city"(Sattaur 1993:28). When their child's wages

26Many families’ decisions to migrate are not driven by destitution but by the desire for
better employment prospects, health services and schools. Interviews with squatter
parents revealed that the prospects of a better education for their children was a
primary reason for their move to the city. Moreover, these patterns are not restricted to
the poor. Research in Gulmi and Agharkanchi districts showed a positive association
between out-migration and land area owned, suggesting that wealthy families are
dispersing, perhaps in order to meet changing educational and material 'needs’ (Panter-
Brick and Eggerman 1997:197).
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are taken as interest on their loan, parents have very little power and should news
of their child's maltreatment in the factory reach home, they may not be able to do
anything about it. Circumstances like these contribute to children's decisions to run

away from what may be intolerable working conditions (see chapter 4).

Nevertheless, children's reports of positive experiences in jobs in the city should not
be overlooked. Girls in Andheri village, also in Sindhuli district, said that they
would prefer to be in the carpet factory than at home because work there is easier
than the tasks they are given at home (Johnson et al. 1995:57). When girls working in
the factory visit home they persuade their friends to join them and there is now no
need for an agent in the village (ibid.). Stories about life in the town recounted by
returning migrants excite children just as they do adults. Children in Salme spoke of
the motor vehicles, televisions, big houses and tasty food that could be found in the
city, as well as the prospect of earning money. In spite of the economic pressures
that force some parents to send their children to work in the city, such a move is
viewed by parents and children alike as having the potential to benefit the
individual child now and to lead to further opportunities in the future. In the next
chapter I focus on migrant boys' experiences of working and living in Kathmandu
and address the influences of street living on their relationships with relatives and

the home.

3.5 CONCLUSION

This chapter has covered a wide range of issues relating to children’s experiences in
the home. Its purpose has been to contextualise boys' departures from the family
base in order to better understand the process of becoming a street child. In

conclusion, I briefly summarise the chapter's main points.

Children throughout Nepal are socialised as family members, the precise meaning of
this role depending on ethnicity and religious orientation. From the age of about five
years they are expected to work within the home and learn the techniques through
observation of their elders and practice. Before their mid teens children are given
little say in decisions relating to their work and schooling, although boys in some
communities are able to subvert parental authority without provoking conflict.
Children face difficulties in achieving what is generally expected from a school
education. These arise from socio-economic factors including caste, wealth, gender
and birth order affecting their attendance, as well as the incompatibility of a school
routine with work demands. Furthermore, children are under pressure to succeed in

a mode of learning that has little relevance to their current lives and dubious
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potential for the future. In this light, migration for work is an attractive option. Far
from being an alien experience, travel to find work is familiar to many children
either through prior migration with their families, or through interaction with

returning migrants in the village.

In view of the historical and cultural precedence of migration, boys’ departures from
home, whether sanctioned by their parents or otherwise, can be seen as emulations
of 'adult' behaviour. The ethnographic data presented in this chapter show that
boys who prove their capabilitities at work are permitted and even encouraged to

travel and earn money outside the home context.

Boys from the age of about twelve are deemed capable of working on their own and
are often expected to contribute cash to the family budget through employment in
the city. While parents may arrange their son's job on a temporary basis, for
example, in order to pay off family debts, it is generally recognised that the city
offers young men many more opportunities than the village. Such pragmatic reasons
behind a son's departure challenge certain aspects of his ideal role in the family unit.
Thus, it is all the more important that some form of connection with the family is
maintained. A son is expected to be loyal to the family in order to maintain its
prestige in the community as well as care for his parents in their old age. His
decisions to leave home concern the wider family group, and the onus is on a son to
ensure that migration fulfils certain expectations. In this light, to conceive a child's
'rights’ in terms of individual decision-making is inappropriate in Nepal where
normatively at least, the onus is more towards individual responsibily to kin and

the fulfilment of roles ascribed by one’s seniors.

I have shown that poor children's relationships within the home and the
expectations of family members can prompt them to leave home and seek a
livelihood in the city. The question then is whether family connections continue to be
important for street boys on an everyday basis and in their efforts to find respected
jobs. How do their roles compare to those of Kathmandu residents who form close
relationships with boys? In the next chapter I pursue an enquiry of the support

offered to'khate through their participation in social networks in three city locations.
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CHAPTER 4
LIVING AS A KHATE

4.0 INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes children's movements from formal employment to work on
the streets, and the ways in which they learn how to support themselves. It
examines the relationships that boys form with those more powerful or
knowledgeable than themselves and traces their entries into three different 'street’
settings. These are Durbar Square, an open plaza in the city centre; Kohiti junkyard,
situated in a squatter settlement and finally the Common Room, a drop-in centre for
street children run by the NGO named CWIN (see map 4.1).  aim to show that boys
become part of a localised social dynamic within each of these settings, while
maintaining the option to move on and draw on resources found elsewhere. I
describe prevalent notions about who khate are and what they do, showing that the
manner in which boys define themselves in relation to their ascribed identities varies

according to the context.

In this chapter I present a substantive part of my ethnography of boys’ daily lives
on ‘the streets’ in Kathmandu. In rooting my analysis in their words and actions, I
have attempted to present an account that is child-focused, at least to the extent

possible for an adult researcher.

4.1 EXPERIENCES OF EMPLOYMENT IN THE CITY

Child labour is so commonplace that, to many Nepalis, it is unremarkable and
therefore invisible. (Sattaur 1993:9)

In comman with other child migrants to the city, boys who later went to the streets
rarely chose their first jobl. Whether placed in work by a relative or recruited by a
stranger met in the bus park, boys had limited knowledge of what their job would
involve. Those with whom I spoke had been domestics in a wealthy household,

10Of the 27 boys who participated in the network interview, 16 had worked in paid
employment prior to rag-picking or begging on the streets and 9 of these were jobs
arranged through relatives or village contacts.
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assistants in a cheap restaurant, carpet weavers, assistants on a bus or tempo?.
Many recounted a remarkable series of jobs prior to and between periods of work
as a khate (see for example Govinda's interview and autobiographical account in
appendix IV). The success of these appears to depend largely on the nature of boys'’
relationships with their employers. Where good rapport is established and boys feel
valued and secure as employees, work can be a positive experience for children and
support them for several months or even years. Yet if such relationships are lacking,

boys look elsewhere for a source of livelihood3.

The causal factors to quitting a job identified by children are precisely those
earmarked as exploitative in studies of child labour in Nepal and across South Asia
(for example CWD 1994:41, Sattaur 1993, Chatterjee 1992:17). The series of abuses
to children's physical health, mental well-being and rights as employees that are
documented in these studies are mirrored in street boys' complaints about the
conditions under which they had to work. Many never received the wages they were
promised and were persistently criticised by those who had been there longer. As
well as being undervalued, harrassed and even beaten, some boys spoke of the poor
physical environment in which they worked. Without adequate food or
opportunities to go into the open air, they were expected to work from early
morning until late into the night. The unremitting work routine, even when employers
provided pocket money and allowed occasional trips to the cinema, was one major
problem described by children working in a carpet factory who have migrated from
Sindhuli District (Johnson et al. 1995:57). Another was not being able to get help
when they needed it. Although the type of help is not specified, it is worth noting
that working children's lack of access to health care and education are widely
reported by campaigning organisations and have been the focus for recent
intervention (CWD 1994:8, Sattaur 1993:28). The important point here is that

ZA tempo is a motorised three-wheeler that functions like a small bus travelling along set
routes in Kathmandu. Despite attempts by the government to prevent children working
in such hazardous conditions, many drivers still employ boys to collect money from
passengers and bang the roof to indicate when people wish to alight.

3In chapter 3 I pointed out that the proportion of poor children who stay at home far
outweighs that of runaways. At this point, it is important to add that of the large
number of children who begin supervised work in the city, relatively few leave and
take up street work. Despite the recognised inaccuracies of population estimates, we can
safely assume that those in recognised employment (usually referred to as 'child
workers') outnumber the children working in the streets. A recent estimate puts the
numbers of urban Nepali child labourers in all sectors at 300,000, but the basis to this
figure is not given (CWIN 1996:16). It is perhaps more meaningful to compare recent
estimates for the numbers of street children in Kathmandu (1,500) and of children
working in restaurants and lodges (7,665) (both figures calculated by CWIN, the latter

cited in Sattaur 1993:30).
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children in supervised employment are rarely in a position to change these aspects
of their working environment. The regular shelter and food provided are small
incentives to continue in such jobs, especially for those who are unpaid and doubt

whether their parents are receiving their wages.

Ganesh, an experienced rag-picker who used to work in a small roadside restaurant,
concluded that employers are "always nice to you at the start...then they do not pay
you". He described his experience and means of coping with the situation as

follows:

The boss treated us well. But in every place you find people who will speak
badly about you to the boss, and there was someone like that there—all he
did was tell bad stories about us. Countless times my friend and I used to
try to steal from the money box—why lie about that now? You have to be
clever you know! We would take out a couple of rupees and buy chewing
tobacco, or save a few more and go to the cinema after our duty ended at

eight o'clock at night.

Here Ganesh identifies two very important resources upon which many working
children rely. The first is the presence of a friend and the second is the personal
quality of being clever (chalak). Together these enable boys to seize opportunities to
subvert the system or reject it by running away, as did Ganesh and his friend in due
course. Girls on the other hand are much less likely to flee the workplace because,
say boys, they work indoors much of the time and do not consider the possibility of

running away*

Some boys reported leaving their jobs when a vital source of support disappeared.
Ramesh, a thirteen year old rag-picker described his arrival in Kathmandu thus:
My father brought me and told me that I would work in one of these big
houses and that I could study. We arrived at my older sister's place and I
didn't want to go elsewhere. So I worked in the same house as her, doing

dishes and washing clothes. She worked downstairs and I worked
upstairs...My sister got her own wages, but father came to collect mine.

Ramesh went on to explain that he ran away from the house after his elder sister
left her job to get married. Like Ganesh, he was to some degree dependent on an ally
in the workplace and the employer's provision of wages, food and shelter was
insufficient reason to stay. On these grounds employment itself cannot be described
as a safety net that prevents children from arriving on the streets. Rather, children
appear to benefit only when they are supported in patron-client type relationships
with employers who extend their provision beyond wage payment to protection and

4Gender distinctions in work and behaviour are discussed in section 4.7.
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security3 (Wolf 1977:174). In their retrospective accounts of employment, boys
either depict a trap from which they tried to escape, or assert that they were
replaced by another worker (see Govinda's interview, appendix IV). In both cases,

they understood that their employers neither valued them as individuals nor felt

responsible for their well-being in any way.

There is no way of knowing the extent to which children weighed up the security
their job provided against the relatively unknown alternatives in the city. It was
clear from the interviews however, that boys ran away from employers when they
could no longer tolerate the working conditions despite doubts about where they
would go next. In their recollections of these departures, none mentioned worrying
about specific dangers in the streets, but some spoke of their lack of personal
contacts (chinneko manchhe) or the company of a friend also taking this step.
Vulnerability was thus expressed in terms of being alone or 'disconnected’ from

those in influential position who could offer support.

4.2 APPRENTICESHIP TO STREET EARNING

For many boys the first few days on the streets are miserable. Reluctant to start
begging, or ignorant of its techniques, they sleep on empty stomachs. Once in
contact with other street boys, newcomers quickly learn the skills of survival.
Govinda was taught to beg by a boy who approached him in Thamel, an area in the
city centre geared towards tourists where he soon learnt of other resources available

to him:

There I met a tourist who bought me rice, noodles or meat and gave me 20
rupees every day—sometimes even clothes too. Then he showed me the
CWIN centre where I met a boy called Bal Krishna who taught me to rag-

pick.

Rag-picking is an activity that needs explanation and some instruction. Like

Govinda, Kumar became an apprentice rag-picker®. The story he told began when he

5Systems of patronage have been widely debated by anthropologists particularly with
reference to Mediterranean societies (Gellner 1977). Here I draw on general definitions
of patronage in which relationships between patrons and clients are asymmetrical,
involve continued exchange and have a distinctive ethos, which although not illegal
or immoral, "stand outside the officially defined morality of the society in question”
(Gellner 1977:1).

6The term apprentice is not one used by the boys themselves but is one I have chosen to
describe entry into khate work and its accompanying social identity. Following Lave
and Wenger (1991) I use the concept of apprenticeship to refer to learning based on
participation. This concept grounds my forthcoming analysis of the social contexts and
relations of control in which boys learn to be khate,
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was working in a roadside restaurant in Kathmandu. There he got talking to two
boys who came regularly for early morning tea, often leaving full sacks of scrap
outside the door. Fed up with not being paid and curious to know how these boys
made money, he asked what they did. A few days later, attracted by the possibility

of earning cash, he ran away with them and was taught to rag-pick.

Apprentices soon find out that there is a price to pay for their instruction.
Newcomers are told to carry the sack of older or more experienced rag-pickers or to
sift through particularly foul-smelling piles of rubbish. While new boys are shown
the street corners and skips where good scrap can be found, their instructors benefit
economically. Often an inexperienced boy's earnings are siphoned off by his
instructor who, after taking charge of the sale of both sacks of scrap, buys his
apprentice a meal, then pockets the remainder. If the two boys are of similar ages an
equal working partnership may develop in which they look for scrap together and
share the income. Where there is a large age gap, younger boys usually escape to
earn on their own. On occasion, I observed a patron-client relationship continuing
between an older and younger boy. It was rumoured amongst NGO staff that such
partnerships sometimes involve sexual as well as financial aspects, but because sex
was never discussed in my presence in the junkyard I cannot comment on the boys'’

perspectives on this subject.

Although the prevalence of these forms of control remains unknown, there is clearly
an exploitative element to learning to be a khate. It is therefore misguided to consider
street living as necessarily offering freedom from the kinds of domination and
humiliation that children experience in the work places described above. This point
is well illustrated in the account given by Bikas, aged 13, during an interview
conducted by his 15 year old friend Amir who also rag-picks in the airport
junkyard. Amir asked Bikas how he became a rag-picker in Kathmandu and he

responded:

I was taken to Dharan by my parents and they left me there. I stayed in a
place called Chyama and when I was walking about on the streets I met
some khate boys. "Would you like to do this job too?" they asked and I said
“I'll do it". So I worked. I earnt money and came to Kathmandu. When I
arrived in Kathmandu I met a carpet factory owner (malik) who asked "will
you come with me and weave carpets?". "I'll weave, sir" I said. So then he
taught me and I learnt how to weave. I wove for 6 months and then they
started to dominate me with insults (hepnu). I had to weave until midnight,
so was it surprising that I messed up the design? By that time I was nodding
off at the loom. The next day after rice at ten in the morning I ran away. I
started to do khate work again. At first I didn't know much about it and one
boy cheated me. "Glass is worth 12 rupees per kilo" he said, and I said "is it
really?” "Yes" he replied. So then I started to collect glass and took it to the
junkyard. "How much is glass per kilo?" I asked, and the owner said "12
anna per kilo" (approximately half a rupee). So little! I asked him "how much
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for 10 kilos?" and he replied "I'll give you 10 rupees'’. So then I asked him
the prices of hard plastic (gudiya) and plastic milk bags. When he told me [
said "From now on I'll collect those” "Ok" he said. Then after that I met a
friend and we ate rice. At around ten o'clock I went to work, came back,
weighed my scrap, and fell sound asleep. That's it dai (elder brother).

Bikas described two occasions in which he was approached by strangers and taught
to earn a living. It is significant that he narrated a similar reaction to the carpet
factory agent's offer and the invitation from the rag-picker boys. On both occasions
he followed people who had the know-how and the personal contacts needed to
make some money. The fact that one was an adult and the other a child was
irrelevant to Bikas, thus indicating that children’s dependence is not simply a matter
of adult-child status differences in Nepali society. Rather it is about reliance on
those with access to a livelihood and the willingness to 'foster’ a newcomer in such a

way that he gains entry to networks of knowledge and support.

In the above account, Bikas positions himself as a passive apprentice whose future
lay in the hands of his instructors. He voices the struggles he faced in terms of
deception by others. However does this mean that he viewed himself as totally
powerless? While he took decisions to flee the carpet factory and to collect more
valuable scrap, he was only able to do so once aware of the situation. Having
trusted the owner, Bikas learnt that the job offer was not a personal guarantee that
he would be well treated. He was later deceived in a similar way by a rag-picker
boy. Considerable emphasis is given to personal connections by other boys in
discussion about past experience and future opportunities. Although they rarely
spoke directly of fate (karma), boys” accounts reflected the more general notion that
relationships with others, particularly one's seniors, are more beneficial in life's
struggles than personal capabilities or attributes. Bista suggests that Nepali children
are socialised to rely on others (see chapter 3), and that individuals who
demonstrate personal competence are isolated because they contest the fatalist
perspective (1991:82). Although overly-generalised (see chapter 3), Bista's
arguments offer one interpretation of Bikas' experiences, namely that his primary

problem was one of failed connections.

7The fact that the price of 12 annas (the equivalent of 48 paisa or 0.48 rupee) does not
correlate with the owner's offer of 10 rupees for 10 kilo could be a result of numerical
confusion on Bikas' part or a generous offer by the owner to attract a newcomer to his

junkyard.
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1.3 MAKING USE OF THE CITY'S RESOURCES

This morning I was surprised to meet Bhim and his three friends in the
junkyard. All four were warming their hands round the fire and explained,
with shy grins, that they had run away from 'Annie’s house’ (a hostel run by
a Belgian woman). "The exams were over and we felt bored, so seven of us
ran away together. We went to the CWIN Common Room and sir gave us 30
rupees” (fieldnotes 30/11/1994).

Cycling through Thamel I saw Bhim begging from a group of tourists. He
waved and I stopped to talk. "I went back to 'Annie's house” he explained,
"but I got kicked out for beating one of the smaller boys, so now I'm living
just over there with some friends in a shelter we built out of plastic sheeting”
(fieldnotes 10/1/1995).

Gaining expertise on the street involves learning to use the various resources that the
city affords. The ability to use a number of places to live and make money is
considered part of a successful street child's versatility in a number of countries
(Aptekar 1994 (Brazil), Beazley 1997 (Indonesia), Lucchini 1996b (Uruguay)).
While this might seem an obvious conclusion to come to, it raises questions about
the way certain city spaces are used by khate and the range of support mechanisms

available to them.

As indicated in the initial comparative study, the principal sources of income for
khate are begging and rag-picking. Given the seasonal changes in weather and
numbers of tourists, boys who are able to beg and rag-pick, or have access to other
jobs such as street vending, are better placed to earn sufficient income throughout
the year. They are at a further advantage if they are familiar with the facilities
offered in the NGO centres established to support boys who beg, rag-pick and sleep
rough8. Notably, boys tend not to rag-pick and beg simultaneously because they
require very different uses of the physical spaces and social environments

collectively termed 'the street'.

Begging is understood by the khate to encompass both the passive receipt and active
extraction of donations from the public. A few children beg passively at the
doorways of temples or by shrines, sites where destitute individuals and families
receive coins and food from devotees. Others sit outside a popular ice-cream
parlour situated amongst a group of five-star hotels and visited by a steady stream
of wealthy customers of every nationality. In these settings boys may wait for

handouts, or may identify and pursue a potential source of donation, tugging at a

8In 1995 the following NGOs were each running a centre in a different part of Kathmandu
that provided a range of health, educational and social facilitities to visiting street
children: CWIN, CWS, EPHC and PIN-Nepal (see appendix I).
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shirt or bag. Estimations of average daily earnings would be meaningless because
actual cash income varies between individuals (often depending on their
appearance) and from one day to the next. Moreover, within pairs or groups of
friends the high earners share out their income and in turn gain status on the streets.
Boys who beg tend to congregate in busy places, for example near shops selling
luxury goods, temples for devotion or admiration or open areas with food stalls. To
generalise broadly, occasional large donations of cash are given to boys begging in
tourist spots or city centre shopping areas which benefit friends too. In contrast, the
few boys who beg near temples receive smaller, more predictable amounts which
they use to feed themselves. Unlike rag-picking, begging does not involve ‘going to
work’; boys earn, eat, play and sleep within the same physical and social space.
The general bustle of city centre space and the presence of certain key individuals
provide security to children during the day. The popular tourist spots offer
company and handouts later in the evening; yet even here only dogs and police

vehicles roam the streets after eleven o'clock at night®.

For rag-pickers, certain physical spaces are used for work and others for leisure.
Streets in the city centre and residential suburbs are used as economic resources.
Areas are known for the type and amounts of scrap one might expect to find.
Thamel, for example, is known for plastic containers discarded by tourists who use
large quantities of shampoo, camera film etc. Residential areas yield a range of
recyclable scrap metals. The majority of rag-pickers work early in the morning, some
beginning before dawn in order to be the first to search through the night's rubbish.
By mid-morning, when the city centre is bustling with people going to work and
school, most boys have returned to the junkyard to sell their scrap. Younger and
newer rag-pickers earn the least (about 30 rupees) for a morning's work, whereas
experienced boys in the junkyards familiar to me often earn between 60 and 100
rupees. Boys in their late teens with the physical strength to carry large loads over a

9During an earlier period of fieldwork (1992), I was told that gangs of street youths
walked the city streets at night, occasionally fighting one another over issues of
territory. Latterly fewer references were made to these groups, however boys spoke of
being woken, beaten and forced to hand over money when they were sleeping on the
roadside. Older street youth, 'gangs' (whose members may be local to the area) and the
police are blamed for these incidents. [ should point out that much of the night-time
activity is likely to have taken place near Thamel; an area that I chose not to
concentrate on in my later fieldwork. Reasons for my decision include the suspected
higher rates of illegal activitity that posed problems to an outside researcher and the
understandable antipathy with which boys who beg in Thamel greet research. In the
light of past experience, boys question the applicablity of 'research’ that will not bring
any significant changes to their lives.
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long distance can earn more than 150 rupees in one day!9. As a comparison to these
figures, adult construction workers employed on a daily basis usually earn about 50
rupees per day. Depending on the morning's success, a second work stint may be
undertaken later in the day. Of course, the work timetable varies with the weather,
the route an individual plans and his need for cash. Age and experience also
influence the timing and destination of rag-picking excursions. While I often met
boys below the age of about fourteen rag-picking in the city centre in the middle of
the day, older boys tended to work on the city's periphery or late at night. There are
economic reasons for the latter work pattern but, for reasons that will become
clearer, it is also important for these boys to preserve as much anonymity as
possible. For rag-pickers, the streets in their literal sense, are a work site in which it
is neither expedient nor desirable to engage in social interaction. Once work is
completed, rag-pickers relax with friends in and around the junkyard and visit

other areas of the city for leisure purposes.

Having observed the different ways in which khate use the city spaces, I was
interested in their knowledge and use of resources in the city to cope with health
problems. To this end [ designed a research technique based on group discussion
and visual diagramming, which informed me of the range of health complaints
suffered by boys in different street settings, their implications for quality of life and
the actions they took to address each type of problem (Baker 1996) 11. There was a
general consensus amongst boys based in the junkyard and NGO centres on the
nature of the health problems they face on the street. In addition, all street boys
agreed that wounds should score the maximum for frequency of occurrence and
degree of pain. Unlike dog bites, fractures and fevers which boys said prevented
them from working, wounds were scored low for their effect on income. Although
boys continued to rag-pick with open sores on their arms and legs, they recognised
the risks of infection and said that they seek treatment at the CWIN clinic if they
have a bad wound!2. The squatter boys reported a very similar range and frequency

of health complaints to the street boys, showing the significance of poor sanitation

10The approximate rate of exchange during 1995 was 75 rupees to £1, meaning that the
daily incomes of rag-pickers ranged from £0.40 to £2.00.

11 The method is described in chapter 2 and examples of the health diagrams given in
appendix III. The 4 groups comprised boys who rag-pick and live in a junkyard, those
who rag-pick or beg and use the NGO centres regularly, and finally those who live
with their parents in the squatter settlement. The locations were Kohiti junkyard, a
room in the squatter settlement and two NGO centres, namely the CWIN Common Room
and CWS Bal Kendra.

12Their assertions correlate with the relative proportions of various health complaints
treated by the CWIN nurse and indicated in the clinic's annual records..
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and other factors affecting all the urban poor. However as we would expect,
squatter boys are largely treated with medicines from the pharmacy bought by their

parents.

For certain work-related problems (including dog bites and cuts), or common
conditions (such as coughs and diarrhoea), some street boys reported seeking help
from junkyard owners and shop-keepers who would buy them medicines from the
pharmacy. In such cases, street boys may receive the same medical treatment as
squatter boys. However we cannot assume that these adults provide the care of a
parent who could look after a child at home. Boys' responses showed that their
street friends play a vital care-giving role; bringing food when they cannot work,
keeping a close eye when they are very sick and even taking them to the NGO clinic
in a taxi. Clearly there are immediate sources of support available when street boys
fall ill, the most heavily used being the free NGO clinics!3. My observations in two
NGO centres supported street boys' assertions that they usually seek treatment in
these centres. In general, the discussion participants were well-informed about the
health risks they face on the street. As well as providing a treatment service, NGOs
appear to be boys' principal source of information about various illnesses and

conditions, the types of treatment needed and where this can be obtained.

The critical factor that enables boys to cope with health problems while rag-picking
or begging on the street is knowledge of, and access to, those people who can
provide treatment. The boys who participated in these health research exercises live
and work near a number of NGO centres offering basic health services. It was
therefore important to understand the social factors influencing their use of these

services and assess the degree of support available from elsewhere.

In this section I have outlined the various ways in which the occupations of khate
influence their use of the city's physical spaces. Already, significant differences in
the social fabric of these various settings are emerging which confront outsiders’
preconceptions that 'the street’ is a homogenous environment. Boys' perspectives on
their phys.ical health and their use of local contacts and NGO clinics suggest that a
more detailed analysis of social relationships on the street is required. The next

section describes social interaction in three settings where khate live, focusing on

13Despite this service, the fact that boys report leaving common illness such as diarrhoea,
worms and fever untreated unless they became unbearably painful and prevent them
from working, raises concerns about the long-term effects of chronic infection on their
physical well-being that cannot be addressed here. '
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their rapport with others in the locality and on relationships amongst the boys

themselves.

4.4 DURBAR SQUARE: FEELING COMFORTABLE IN A SPACE OF
DIVERSITY

Our nation is here, there is food here, there is fun here

(Hamro rastra yahan ho, khanna pani yahan, moj pani yahan)

This was the response of 13 year old Surje when, during a discussion with three of
his friends who also beg for a living, I asked him why he liked living in Durbar
Square. Located near the city's commercial centre, Durbar Square supports about a
dozen boys who sleep rough. Most consider themselves to be khate and have lived
for short periods in NGO centres and schools. However a few have families in the
locality but spend much of their day, and some nights, with 'homeless’ boys in the
square. To explain such a strong magnetism to this area, I recount my observations

of activity in Durbar Square.

A mid-afternoon walk through the square reveals a diverse collection of people. In
the open area stall-holders display tourist memorabilia and a group of men pour tea
and cook roti for shop-keepers and a motley collection of back-packers, some of
whose dress and air of detachment from the world earn them the description of
'hippie’. At the other end of this open space are some impressive temples, one of
which houses the human goddess Kumari, a pre-pubescent girl. Market vendors sell
fresh produce from the lower steps of the temples and the level of activity is
generally high. Small groups of tourists and Nepalis sit on the top steps surveying
the scene below. Tour parties occasionally pass through, followed by hawkers
offering tiger-balm, beads and wooden flutes, and a blue-uniformed policeman

stands static amidst the general hubbub (plate 4.1).

Durbar Square is a honey-pot for visitors and locals alike and its concentration of
tourist facilities draws people from widely distant origins for business and leisure
purposes.: Liechty views Durbar Square, Thamel and certain other spots in the city
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