| NOTES FROM THE FIELD |

This narrative is not about how adults

think of the way (street) children live their

lives. This, too, is also not about policy
prescription—what we think should be
done to change their lives. Rather, this
narrative is about listening to the chil-
dren themselves and understanding the
intricacies of their lives in the slums and
on the streets, their hopes and dreams in
their own voices and perspectives. This
narrative also highlights their understand-
ing of the lives they live—which is often
linked with raasta, street, poverty, and
other forms of subalternism.

Their lives, however destitute it may
seem, portray a mosaic of conflict, contes-
tation, struggle, and serendipity. To this
end, I offer some visceral reflections on
my encounters with (street) children from
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sociating them with any forms of stigma,
negatively portraying their childhood, or
victimising them.

Mirpur: Power, space, and informality
As I talk to the children—all girls aged
between seven to 17-years-old—at a tran-
sitional shelter in Mirpur, I learn and dis-
cover about their lives. Jonaki, a 16-year-
old girl, tells me about their experience
living at the 24-hour shelter for girls,
which is located in an apartment build-
ing. The NGO rents three floors from the
landlord for its operation. When asked
about her living condition in the shelter,
Jonaki says she likes to live in the shelter
with the other girls with whom she has
built a strong sense of community. But
she says the landlord sometimes behaves
badly with them. The girls claim he
shows noador, affection, and care for
them because they are street children. He
scolds at us for nothing, Jonaki says. He
also behaves badly with the counselors
and teachers, according to Jonaki and
the other girls, showing his power as

a landlord. Shei jonno apa-ra kichu bole
na, that's why the madams keep quiet
(when he scolds at us), says Jonaki. We
feel bad when someone scolds us, adds
Jasmine, another girl. Her statement is

a reflection of the lack of care, love, and
attention in their lives because of their
marginality. Perhaps, this also reveals a
trace of the general (abusive and uncar
ing) attitude of the mainstream public

Eikhane amra raja, keu amago kichu koite shahosh kore na; korle iit marumn Bangladesh towards the marginalised
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various neighbourhoods that I visited
during my ongoing fieldwork in Dhaka.
It might be important to note here that
[ put the word ‘street” within parenthesis
because my intention is to not portray a
broad picture about the children who take
part in the research about their connec
tion to the street, although most of them
are. Furthermore, rather than labeling
even those who are connected to the
streets as ‘street children’, I would like to
consider them as simply children, not as-

children connected with the streets.
Jonaki says that those who are in pow-
er like the landlord are immune from
being challenged about their behaviour.
Why? I ask. Karon tara-to khomota-shijl
because they are powerful, Jonaki says
plainly. That’s why we remain scared of
these powerful people, adds Jonaki. But
we are powerful too, says Jasmine. Ama -
go power (in English) Mazhar-e, our power
is in the Shrine, she says. Eikhane amra
raja, keu amago kichu koite shahosh kore na;
korle iit marum, here we are the boss, no
one dares to say anything to us—we will
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throw rocks if they did, Jasmine adds,
beaming with excitement and proud.
The MirpurMazhar (Shrine) in Dhaka
is a unique place, a theatrical stage,
where many (street) children produce
and reproduce their lives. Most of the
children who live at the transitional
shelter come from the Shrine, where they
have spent most part of their lives. In
terms of power dynamics, informality,
and spatiality of children’s everyday
lives that are uniquely different between
the shelter and the Shrine, a mere half
kilometre away from the shelter, the
Shrine is an interesting place to be fur
ther revealed. The girls offer to take me
there for a visit. I acceptit. [ will need
to explore the Shrine that represents
so many dimensions of their lives
and unique tales about the way of life
there, a place (in terms of everyday visit
for mass people) and space (in terms of
the children’s situated-ness) where for-
mality (the practice of religious rituals
and deity) and informality (a place to
live and leave) converges and diverges.
For the children, most importantly, this
place represents power, through a sense
of ownership.
Dhanmondi: children’s agency to act
on their cognisance
On a clear sparkling afternoon at Dhan-
mondi Lake, one of the most popular
and well-known parks in Dhaka, I sit
with Bilkis, a 12- to 13-year-old girl,
who spends a considerable amount
of time in the park, sometimes selling
flowers and chocolates, sometimes just
hanging out with the other children.
The encounter brings about a number
of issues—her work, decision-mak-
ing, and resiliency. Often, she sells
chocolates in the park. She gets them
from her father. Whatever Bilkis earns
from selling the chocolates, she buys
food for her households, sometimes
to ensure that she gets to eat at home.
Her parents are not home always—they
work. Since they have to be away, Bilkis’
mother has taught her how to cook. So,
whenever her parents are not at home,
Bilkis cooks rice and fish and shares
them with her younger sister. She is not
selling the chocolates today. Why aren’t
you selling today? I ask. Iccha nai, tai, 1
just don’t want to, she answers non-
chalantly. What are you going to eat
at home? I ask. Jani na, I don’t know,
she pursed her lips. My mum will cook
whenever she returns, she adds noncha-

lantly.
Continued to page 12



