The Great Nilkhet

HASIB UR RASHID IFTI

As a gullible and naive me from the past
stood in the crowded alleys of Nilkhet for
the first time holding a poorly printed copy
of Crime and Punishment, | knew I had to
buy the book. The shopkeeper asked for
500 taka. Forgetting Amma’s wise words to
be sturdy, I made a puppy-face and begged
him to make it 400 taka. He did. I came
home victorious.

It was only after a friend of mine bought
the same book for 190 taka did I truly com-
prehend the dark lanes of lies, betrayal and
treachery that is Nilkhet. So, how do you
conquer Dhaka'’s very own Diagon Alley?

TEST THE WATER BEFORE PLUNGING IN
Shopkeepers on the outskirts of the com-
pound will keep poking you and making
the outrageous assertion that they have
“everything”. Surprise, surprise! They don't
have “everything,” including the particular
book you want. So, they’d make you wait,
get those books from other shops and sell
them to you at a higher price.

You should ask around for prices and
say no even if the price seems fair. Remem-
ber, in Nilkhet, there’s always something
cheaper.

CONQUER OR BE CONQUERED

Rule with an iron fist. Use the thumb rule
of bargaining - offer half of the asking
price. If you've learned anything in your
years of shopping with your mother, it's
that you should never be afraid to sound
ridiculous when bargaining.

A wise customer is always a ridiculous
one. Being reasonable is a hint of weakness
and Nilkhet never mercies the weak. Be so
bold and loud in your approach that Nilk-
het realises you're here to stay.

TAKE AN EXPERIENCED FRIEND
Even a conqueror needs their general, their
confidante. For conquering Nilkhet, you'll
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need an experienced haggler friend who
ravages these wretched lanes.

This friend will take you to their trusted
shop in the deepest corners and will also
teach you how to get out of the labyrinth.
Reading the seller's mind, establishing
personal relations for future prospects,
getting you that special discount - this is
your buddy.

BUY OLD BOOKS
An old book is like the middle child of a
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family, neglected yet useful. For a book-
worm on a budget like myself, Nilkhet

is a glorious haven. If you're buying a
second-hand academic book, not only will
you be saving half the money, but you'll
also get some wonderful suggestions and
tricks provided by its previous owner.

If you're aiming for even cheaper, look
around for vendors on the footpaths just
outside the market. There’s the “everything
for 100 taka” dude or the old man near the
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intersection selling books more ancient
than himself. The books are a bit ragged,
but where else would you get five books on
ancient Bengal history for 450 bucks? If a
self-help book claims to fix your life in 200
pages, Nilkhet can at least make sure you
don't require a penny more than 100 bucks
on something as silly as fixing your life.

Remind Ifti to be quieter at hasiburrashidif-
ti@gmail.com

Getting into art as an adult

SYEDA TASNIM ISLAM

In 2020, the year of the quarantine, I got to experience the true joy of
a hobby 1 am passionate about. Up until that point, I had kept myself

from ever delving into the world of art simply because, in my mind, 1

believed 1 was not good enough.
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[ remember the exact day I started my first
painting. It started with a pep talk from

my best friend, “Your life is too long to be
afraid of such tiny brushes.” And with that,
I got the push I needed to bring out my first
ever set of watercolours and got to work.
What I realised almost instantaneously was
how easy it felt.

Skill isn't a prerequisite, it's a bonus.

My painting was very different from being
accurate; it most definitely did not resemble
a dog (yet it also wasn't bad enough to be
considered an abstract original). Regardless,
I was having too much fun to fixate on the
flaws. Being able to mix paint, and seeing a
previously blank sheet of paper completely
transform with colours was awe-inspiring.

Another crucial realisation I had was
just how therapeutic art can be. The process
forces you to completely tune out your
worries, and focus all your attention on one
thing for a while. And the best part? You get
to create something from scratch.

When I am lost in the process, my mind
does not care about whether or not I am
creating the “perfect” piece. I know the
journey is what truly matters. It's what
builds the final piece, I have no choice but
to think about the present moment.

Now, a year later, painting is not only
something I keep going back to, but also
one that exclusively brings me joy. The
more I think about how much I let the
made-up mental barriers keep me from
something that I now love so much, it
seems silly, even unfair.

[ was being unfair to myself by holding
myself back from something I never even
attempted, and I was also being unfair to
art itself by placing it on a pedestal and
assigning it incredibly arbitrary and narrow
values like “good” and “bad.”

The existence of art isn't to be just anoth-
er skill to acquire, rather a tool that makes
life more enjoyable. It is so you always have
something to look forward to, something
to enjoy, a pocket of happiness you have the
power to create when everything else feels
too overwhelming.

All this is to say, if you've always wanted
to try art but your self-doubts made it seem
intimidating, it's time to overcome it. After
all, your life is too long to be spent afraid of
such tiny brushes.

Tasnim is currently listening to Mitski on
repeat. Send her words of comfort, concern, and
help at tasnim.upoma96 @gmail.com
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Is education (still) a privilege?

NAZIFA RAIDAH

As a developing country, when it comes
to the education sector, it can be said that
Bangladesh has attained massive strides of
improvement. From distributing almost
30 crore books annually, for free, to
mandating scholarships for the empower-
ment of the disenfranchised and minority
groups, the government has put in some
effort to build its nation’s backbone.

However, the presence of children from
lower strata of the society on city streets
selling flowers, shining shoes or begging
makes one ponder - If education and the
Internet is indeed accessible, why aren't these
children at schools?

The concept of social privilege in edu-
cation means that an individual with the
monetary sufficiency and social status will
receive access to the best quality of educa-
tion. In Bangladesh, education has been
socialised so that it reaches the margins.
Although it's easy to assume that expand-
ing access to schooling and increasing
quality of education would be directly
linked to human capital formation, one
may be making the mistake of not taking
into consideration the notion of “structur-
al inequality”.

Structural inequality occurs when
an ingrained bias exists in the fabric of
organisations, institutions, governments,
or social networks, which benefits certain
members while marginalising others.

According to a 2016 World Bank report,
even after 45 years of independence,
Bangladesh has remained a country with
significant wealth inequality in all of
its forms. The wealth of the country is
concentrated in the hands of a tiny group
of people, depriving the majority of the
population. The top ten percent of earners
raised their income share from 21 percent
in 1984 to 27 percent in 2010. The lowest
10 percent’s income share has dropped
from 4.13 percent to 3.99 percent.

Md Igbal Hossain Mohon, a 31-year-
old chauffeur said that in the midst of
starting his official job, he wished to
finish his education and get a degree. He
stated, “I had only completed my educa-
tion till class five. I wanted to go to night
school to get a degree, however, due to
being held for long hours in my occupa-
tion, I could never attempt to do so.”

When asked what had motivated
him to go back to school, he replied, “I
always wanted to work as a chauffeur for
embassies. However, despite my years of
experience, I didn't fit the applicant crite-
ria since embassies only hire individuals
who've completed their Higher Secondary
Certificate (HSC) examination.”

This is a perpetual problem for the low-
er income groups of Dhaka. In the quest
of a job and a better life, many come from
the mofoshshol areas (city and district out-
skirts) and rural regions. However, if they
have not fulfilled the required education
cap, their fates and the type of jobs they
get are already decided for them, which is
why the cycle of poverty continues.

Many would assume that the Internet
is accessible even for these people, and
therefore, education. But if one’s surviv-
al is contingent upon their day’s work,
even purchasing the amount of Internet

required for educational access could put
a sizable dent in their income.

Students coming from this strata often
fall off the track by getting involved in
local gangs or illicit activities. Moyna,

a 29-year-old household worker, said,
“Although my elder daughter was able to
complete her education, I wasn't able to
complete my youngest's (son) primary
education. He was getting influenced by
some local boys and roamed around our
slum, skipping school.”

Moyna had to take time off her work to
make sure her son didn’t get involved in
any gangs and tried enrolling him back to
school, time and time again. This goes to
show that lower economic class of people
aren’t any less aware of the importance
of education for their financial and class
emancipation.

“I'll try to provide every resource my
child requires in this regard to ensure they
can stand on their own feet. I don’t want
them to be barred from opportunities like
I was,” added Mohon, about his aspira-
tions for his child.

Another issue to take into account is
that many children from lower income
groups from rural areas are sent to the
cities in order to seek work as household
help. Domestic workers were retained
in the informal sector by the Labour Act
of 2013 and the National Child Labour
Elimination Policy of 2010. As a result,
this industry is exempt from all govern-
ment rules and oversight. Especially for
women, the problem is much worse given
many are married-off once they reach 16
years of age, or even younger.

“Many (girls) are married off since their
parents are more concerned that if they
are ‘too old’ no one would pursue them

in the future. They are merely teenagers,”
said a 44-year old homemaker who chose
to remain anonymous. She shared her
own experience with a household worker,
whom she had provided basic education
(reading and writing) to and said, “She
grew up in an orphanage and wanted to
live freely. So, instead of completing her
SSC and HSC, she got married to some-
one who had shown her some interest.
Now she wishes she had completed her
education, since she would've been able
to access better job opportunities and
earning, since her husband barely earns
enough to sustain them.”

Especially for individuals within the
teaching profession, this turns out to be a
difficult spot to be in, as they are respon-
sible for spreading literacy. Many teachers
have first-hand experience in witnessing

education being denied to children who
come from a financially poor background.
Some of these teachers take up the mantle
of educating these children employed
within their households.

Makbula Haque, a senior teacher at a
local school, said, “It’s both a state level
and individual incentive issue if children
still have to work in our homes. They
should be in schools, since without a
degree, no one pays the same heed to a
person, even if they've acquired the skills
in the sector they're applying to.”

Makbula had taught a few of the minor
household workers basic English, Bangla
and Mathematics. Some of them wished
to continue their education from an insti-
tution after they reached an intermediate
level of understanding in Bangla and En-
glish. However, when they reached 15/16
years, the parents would come knocking
to get them married off.

“Especially for women, the lack of ed-
ucation makes them more susceptible to
receiving abuse and often not being able
to protest, since most of these women
become completely dependent on their
husbands for their survival,” remarks
Makbula.

The issue of privilege also persists for
trans individuals, as most, despite receiv-
ing tertiary level education, can neither
apply to jobs nor receive a sustainable
source of income from any institutions.

Shagorika, a trans person who com-
pleted her university education from
Faridpur, commented, “We're being
denied a right by society, simply because
of our gender identities. Most of us resort
to begging and some even go as far as to
harass individuals for money since it's
almost ‘do or die’ for them.”
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It cannot be safely concluded if the
measures that are being taken by the state
are merely enough to address the issue
of structured inequality. Even existent
measures can prove to be fatal if the issues
of poverty and empowerment are not
addressed simultaneously.

This ignored population would ben-
efit from a system that would also keep
provision for skills-based assessment for
employment, despite holding a degree. A
priority towards technical education also
needs to be emphasised and weighed by all
levels of institution, so that these individ-
uals don’t draw a line in the sand when
they're envisioning a bright, happy future.

As a veteran of SHOUT and a present desk
clerk in the same institution, Nazifa mostly
spends her days wondering what leisure even
means. Send her your commiserations at nazi-
fa@thedailystar.net



