AT HOME IN THE STREET
Street Children of Northeast Brazil

If I found a box full of money? I would spend it on my
mother. I would buy her clothing, shoes, food . . . I'd buy
yogurt to put in the refrigerator. I'd buy a bunch of
presents for my mother and a huge house so that when
I die she will remember me.

Eliane, aged 15

What does the future mean to children who doubt they will survive
to adulthood? What do mothers represent for children making a
home for themselves on the street? Why do international organi-
zations make the grossly exaggerated claim that there are 7 million
children sleeping in the streets of Brazil?

Based on innovative fieldwork among street children and activist
organizations in Brazil’s Northeast, this book changes the terms of
the debate, asking not why there are so many homeless children in
Brazil, but why — given the oppressive alternative of home life in
cramped favela shacks — there are in fact so few. At the center of
this book are children who play, steal, sleep, dance, and die in the
streets of a Brazilian city. But all around them figure activists, pol-
iticians, researchers, “home” children, and a global crisis of child-
hood

Tobias Hecht is a writer and anthropologist. He received his B.A.,
M.I.A., and Graduate Certificate in Latin American and Iberian
Studies from Columbia University and his M.Phil. and Ph.D. from
the University of Cambridge. He has worked for a variety of non-
governmental organizations, held research posts at the universities
of Cambridge and Cape Town, and taught at Harvey Mudd College
in California. He is currently writing a novel and a collection of
short stories.






AT HOME IN THE STREET
Street Children of Northeast Brazil

TOBIAS HECHT

74 CAMBRIDGE

%59 UNIVERSITY PRESS




PUBLISHED BY THE PRESS SYNDICATE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge cB2 1RP, United Kingdom

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge cB2 2rU, UK  http://www.cup.cam.ac.uk
40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 10011-4211, USA  http://www.cup.org
10 Stamford Road, Oakleigh, Melbourne 3166, Australia

© Tobias Hecht 1998

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 1998

Typeset in Garamond 11/13 pr, in Penta®™ [RF}

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Hecht, Tobias, 1964—
At home in the street : street children of Northeast Brazil /
Tobias Hecht.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN o0-521-59132-5 (hb). — ISBN 0-521-59869-9 (pb)
1. Street children — Brazil, Norcheast — Social conditions.

2. Street children — Abuse of — Brazil, Northeast. 3. Children and
violence — Brazil, Northeast. 4. Street children — Services for —
Brazil, Northeast.- I. Title.

HV887.B82N674 1998
362.76'0981'3 — dc21 07-34145

CIP

A catalog record for this book is available from
the British Library

ISBN 0 §21 $9132 § hardback
ISBN 0 521 59869 9 paperback

Transferred to digital printing 2002



For Isabel






CONTENTS

Acknowledgments page ix
A Note to Readers Xi
Introduction I

1. Speaking of the Street 26
. Being in the Street 41

3. “Home Children”: Nurtured Childhood and Nurturing

Childhood 70

. Betraying Motherdom: Malogueiros and “That Life” in
the Street 93

. When Life Is Nasty, Brutish, and Short: Violence and
Street Children 118
6. Curing Street Children, Rescuing Childhood 149
7. Street Children and Their “Clients” 174
Conclusion: The Ephemeral Lives of Street Children 188

Appendix: The Setting: Recife, Olinda, and Northeast

Brazil 215
Glossary 234
Notes 239
References 245

Index 257

vii






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

While studying in Britain, before traveling to Northeast Brazil, I met
two families from Recife. The last time I saw them in England, in
March 1992, I told them that I would probably be reaching their city
on the second of June. A few months later, upon my arrival ac the
Recife airport around three o’clock in the morning, a member of each
of the families was waiting. My first Pernambucan acquaintances not
only helped me to start out on the right foot, they became a source
of guidance and friendship throughout the fieldwork. My thanks,
therefore, begin with Zildo, Léa, Moisés, Ménica, and their families,
But if I am to express my gratitude to friends in Northeast Brazil, I
could never omit the names Antonio, Charles, Circe, Claudia, Dona
Bernardete, Dudui, Fernando, Hozana, Indio, Jandyra, Jocimar, Jodo,
Margarete, Memé, Mérces, Rafael, Tonho, Vera, or Zita.

Peter Adler, Sophia Avgitidou, Isabel Balseiro, Jo Boyden, Ney
Dantas, Judith Ennew, Duncan Green, Keith Hart, Leo Howe, Stephen
Hugh-Jones, Mary Kenny, Robert Levine, Susan Levine, Tania Regina
de Luca, Virginia Morrow, my four parents (Barbara and Ted, Irene
and Ron), Robin Nagle, Raquel Olegario, Catherine Panter-Brick,
Zildo Barbosa Rocha, Nancy Scheper-Hughes, Fiona Ross, Lisa Sulli-
van, Leila Tendrih, and a consultant for Cambridge University Press
who wished to remain anonymous all read and offered valuable criti-
cism of drafts of this book. Jocimar Borges and Vera Bellato discussed
the contents with me and offered many ideas. Judith Ennew and Brian
Milne generously shared resources from their vast library on childhood
and stimulated my thinking in various ways.

Paul Wise edited the manuscript, correcting countless mistakes.
Mary Child, Brian MacDonald, Elizabeth Neal, and Marielle Poss,

ix



Acknowledgments

with Cambridge University Press, managed all stages of editing and
production with finesse. Judy King prepared what I think is an ex-
cellent index. Jandyra Guerra transcribed with patience and grace tapes
of interviews and conversations that rendered more than 1,500 type-
written pages. It is difficult to know how to thank Keith Hart for his
criticism, support, and creative prodding during the six years I worked
on this project.

I was fortunate to receive financial assistance from a variety of in-
stitutions. I thank the Simon Population Trust, the Pan American
Healch Organization, the Cambridge Overseas Trust, Clare Hall of
Cambridge University, the Center for the Study of Nonprofit Orga-
nizations at the University of Indiana, and the Allen Fund of Cam-
bridge University.

The last stages of writing and editing were undertaken in South
Africa and I thank the Department of Social Anthropology and the
Centre for African Studies at the University of Cape Town for their
hospitality.

The research never would have been possible without Ruas e Pragas,
the activist organization for street children in Recife. The Movimento
Nacional de Meninos e Meninas de Rua inspired and challenged me.
I thank the many children and street educators around Recife and
Olinda who shared with me their hopes and dreams, trials and frus-
trations.

I am deeply indebted to all of these people and organizations but
take full responsibility for any shortcomings that remain.



A NOTE TO READERS

In accordance with Brazilian law, the names of children have been
changed. Similarly, photographs have been carefully screened and none
was included that represents children who are identifiable. Photo-
graphs not otherwise credited are my own.

All translated quotations corresponding to references listed in Por-
tuguese or Spanish are my own and thus not approved by the authors.

Although some consider the word “kids” demeaning, I do not. I
use the word, one that can even celebrate a spirit of rebelliousness,
interchangeably with the word “children.”
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INTRODUCTION

Once the place where most of Northeast Brazil’s political elite was
educated, the Faculdade de Direito, or Law Faculty, is situated in
Recife’s bustling center. The faculty is neoclassical French in design,
and its cream-colored walls are surrounded by benches, tightly cropped
grass, and a variety of lush trees. Around its perimeter runs a wrought-
iron fence, separating the repose of the faculty from the chaos of the
surrounding streets of this port city.

It’s a Tuesday afternoon in 1992. Four government social workers
sit nervously in the lazy shade of a broad-leafed tree. On the other
side of the faculty are two “street educators” from Ruas e Pragas
(Streets and Squares), a street-front, activist organization. They are
accompanied by a Dutch volunteer and an American anthropologist,
myself. Two members of a student group concerned about street chil-
dren join us, followed by a young man from the Pentecostal Christian
organization Desafio Jovem (Young Challenge). Next to the eastern
gate of the Law School, some 20 women officers from the Military
Police survey the grounds. Behind them, across the street, stands a
smaller reinforcement of male officers who, for the moment, occupy
themselves boyishly surveying their female counterparts.

In all, civil and religious activists, government social workers, po-
lice, and foreign onlookers number at least 40. This unlikely assembly
has come together because the Law Faculty serves as the daytime hang-
out for a group of street children and young, homeless adults. Yet
there are no more than eight homeless children or adults on the
grounds at any one time this afternoon.

I am taping the conversation between Jocimar, a street educator,
and Ricardo, a man who has lived for many years in the streets of
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Recife. Ricardo is lamenting the loss of his young “adoptive son” to
a government vocational program, where he fears the boy will learn
to steal, sniff glue, and do tudo que nio presta, or all things bad. In the
midst of this conversation, one of the government social workers comes
over to inform us that the police have ordered them to leave and that
they have agreed to comply. My companions from Ruas e Pragas choose
to ignore the warning.

About 15 minutes later, three women officers approach us. I am
taping a conversation with Z¢ Paulo and his menino, or child paramour,
Pedro. Zé Paulo, 32, was raised at the state reformatory known as
FEBEM (the State Foundation for the Well-Being of Minors)* and in
the streets. Pedro is 12 and has spent three of the past six years in
the street, three in a shelter.

The officers belong to one of several battalions that have been de-
ployed in recent weeks to zirar, that is pull or uproot, children from
the streets, particularly from the city’s busy thoroughfares. The officers
have targeted specific stretches of some of the busiest and most crime-
ridden streets in the city, attempting to remove the children block by
block. The newly “cleansed” territory is then heavily patrolled to dis-
courage the children from returning and new ones from moving in.
The police are at the Law Faculty because the school’s rector, convinced
that the presence of the social workers is encouraging the children to
loiter on the grounds, even to “satisfy their physiological necessities”
there, has pulled strings so that the police will remove both the chil-
dren and social workers.

There are no arrests today, but the understated recriminations tense
the lips of the police and activists alike. By the time the exchange
ends, the small homeless contingent has sauntered off, leaving only
the social workers and police officers — the foot soldiers in this battle
over where children should and should not be. In time, though, the
social workers and police also depart, for their respective impoverished
homes.

Points of Departure

On the one hand, this book is about street children like those who,
notwithstanding periodic attempts to evict them, still lounge in the
shade of the trees around Recife’s Law Faculty and at many other spots
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Introduction

in the Recife metropolitan area. But it is also about the groups that
dedicate their days to working with the children, and in a more gen-
eral sense it is about the attention and debate that street children elicit
from state institutions, local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
international observers and do-gooders, and casual observers in Brazil
and the world over. Why did a motley group of no more than eight
homeless youths bring together this diverse assembly of more than five
times as many activists, concerned onlookers, and military police of-
ficers?

Over the past decade, street children, particularly those in Brazil,
have become a focus of attention in the media, featured everywhere
from the New York Times to Amnesty International reports, the BBC
evening news to Ladies’ Home Journal. Death-squad murders and un-
derworld exploitation of street children were the subject of the Amer-
ican movie Bocz (Avancini and Werneck 1994); meanwhile, street
children are frequently portrayed in Brazilian soap operas watched by
tens of millions. Lucrative direct mail campaigns have been launched
in the United States to raise money for projects with street children.
In 1985, Covenant House raised more than US$28 million in chis way
(Walton 1991: 25). And street children have proved a dubious curi-
osity for visitors to Brazil, a favorite subject for photographers. A travel
article in Ronda lberia, the magazine of the Spanish airline Iberia, fea-
tured shots of children “who have made their home in the street”
amid photographs of cernaval dancers, Sugar Loaf Mountain, and the
beaches of Copacabana and Ipanema (Herndndez Cava 1994). Indeed,
street children have been made something of a Brazilian cultural em-
blem. UNICEF has declared street children a top priority, and count-
less NGOs presenting themselves as advocates for street children have
appeared. If one can imagine what sociologist Joel Best (1990) has
called a social problems marketplace, street children have come to
occupy a prominent place there, never more so than during the late
1980s and early 1990s.

One common traic of the talk about street children is its homoge-
neity. At the beginning of the 1990s it seemed that conference papers,
brochures, and leisure magazine articles about street children were
guided by a loosely agreed-upon recipe. The staple ingredients in-
cluded a definition of the “problem,” a pinch of history, a sprig of
statistics about the size of the population, a dash on drugs and stealing,

3



At Home in the Street

and a final shake in the form of suggestions for policy makers. The
recipe was followed so closely by so many that even the opening par-
agraphs in articles about street children elicit a sense of déja vu. Four
articles began as follows:

The phenomenon of street children has become an integral fea-
ture of the urban landscape of primarily but not exclusively de-
veloping countries. . . . In most Third World cities, they are the
shadowy presence that fill the background of daily life, doing
odd jobs, scavenging for food, begging. (Taylor et al. 1992: 1)

Street children have become a fixture of the urban landscape in
most developing countries — as common as the corner market
stall. . . . They can be seen sleeping under bridges, begging in
front of restaurants and hotels, shining shoes, selling newspapers,
hawking in city markets, hauling garbage, or engaged in an array
of other activities, both legal and illegal. (Barker and Knaul

1991: I)

Throughout Latin America there are thousands of neglected chil-
dren struggling to survive in the streets of all major urban areas.
These youngsters can generally be seen lingering around parks
and street corners, shining shoes, begging at crowded intersec-
tions, or singing for small change on city buses. After dark, they
sleep huddled together on the pavement. (Connolly 1990: 129)

Known variously as street urchins, street Arabs, chinches, garotos, ga-
mines, chinos de la calle, pijaros fruteros, pelones, canillitas, and count-
less other names — mostly pejorative — street children inhabit
the public spaces of cities throughout the Americas and, indeed,
the world. Street children are seen singing for change on public
buses, begging in central squares and sleeping on doorsteps.
(IAPG 1990: 5)

The last example, I must confess, is from an article I once wrote. It
was prepared for an international conference on population attended
by parliamentarians. I was asked to write it before meeting any street
children, and by the time I finished I still had not met one. None-
theless, the paper was warmly endorsed by a panel of “technical ex-
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perts,” including the heads of UNICEF and Childhope, and read
enthusiastically by the parliamentarians. It was artistically laid out by
professional typesetters, with graphs and emotionally charged photo-
graphs, and printed on fine high-gloss paper. The article succeeded in
presenting, under a visually appealing facade, a text that coupled bu-
reaucratic assumptions with wishful thinking.

In an informal sense, the research for this book began when I wrote
the paper, more than two years before I began my fieldwork. My initial
hopes of trying to do something through my article to help street chil-
dren, whom I imagined as hapless victims of industrialization, were
short-lived. Over cocktails in the five-star hotel in Quito, Ecuador that
served as our conference headquarters, a member of Peru’s Chamber of
Deputies praised my work and asked if I had heard of piranhas. I replied
in the affirmative to his apparent nonsequitur. He proceeded to describe
how, like piranhas, street children are small and innocent in ones and
twos, but when enough of them get together they attack like a school of
man-eating fish. The parliamentarian had understood my publication as
a call for ridding the streets of this public menace. Over time, it became
clear to me that my article and the many others of which it was very
nearly a replica say more about those who produce and consume the lit-
erature than about the group they purport to describe.

The impassioned attention accorded to street children during the
gathering at the Law Faculty and their omnipresence in the popular
imagination about Brazil raise many questions. In a city where hun-
dreds of thousands of children suffer from hunger, disease, and dep-
rivation in the favelas (shantytowns), why did the presence of a tiny
number of children and young adults living in the street mobilize
such a wide array of social actors? What are the aims of social activists
who work with street children? How do such activists portray their
beneficiaries, and how, in turn, do the children see their advocates?
What are the salient features of the talk about street children, and
why have street children — particularly the murdered ones — become
emblematic of Brazil?

Research Perspectives and Methods

My fieldwork in Recife was preceded by a short period of research in
the United States during which I interviewed representatives of inter-
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national organizations that fund projects for street children. I intro-
duced myself, when I did not already know the individuals concerned,
by saying that I was a student of social anthropology and that I was
conducting research on street children and their benefactors. I asked
about the work of the institutions, who they believed street children
to be, why they believed it important to work with street children,
and how such children could be helped. I also asked for information
about institutions in Recife and was in this way able to gain a sense
of how different organizations were regarded.

The research in Brazil was conducted during 13 months in 1992
and 1993 and three months in 1995. During the first period I lived
with my partner in Casa Caiada, a middle-class neighborhood of
Olinda, the colonial city adjacent to Recife. Coming as a couple and
living in this location had important implications for my research. My
partner had access to certain social settings from which I was barred,
such as wedding showers, and consistently lent an extra set of observ-
ing eyes. Residing among the newly rich isolated us from the favelas
from which street children come. On the other hand, our particular
apartment building set us across the street from the most popular
hangout for screet children in Olinda. Living cheek by jowl with the
screet children, albeit in absurdly contrasting circumstances, allowed
me to discover the extensive ties the children forge with the domiciled
members of the community. Housewives, shop owners, waiters, phar-
macists, and others help the children in different ways, some even
taking them into their homes. In addition, this location offered a view
of Brazilian middle-class childhood and middle-class life in general,
which also became important aspects of my research

During the second period of research I initially lived in a place
called Pau Amarelo, a sweaty 25 minutes by bus from Olinda and an
even sweatier 45 minutes from Recife. Pau Amarelo is both a summer
vacation beach area for the wealthy and a working-class dormitory
neighborhood of Recife. For the last month, I moved back to Casa
Caiada.

Participant observation is an oxymoron and in the case of my re-
search this was especially true. Participation implies being a part of
the events one is studying; observation implies detachment, even in-
visibility. As a foreigner at least one head taller and several shades
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Olinda with Recife in the background. Photo by Isabel Balseiro.

paler than most nordestinos, or northeasterners, I was especially visible.
In addition, the extent of my participation was sometimes quite lim-
ited. During brief visits to the many organizations that work with
poor children in Recife, it was not possible to be a true participant,
certainly not in the sense of being a part of the work of the institu-
tions. Initially, though, this had its advantages. Not being closely
associated with any group, I found many doors open to me that oth-
erwise might have been closed; rivalry among some of the groups is
intense.

Over time, however, I strove to be a part of the work of one or-
ganization, O Grupo Ruas e Pracas. Ruas e Pragas, an activist member
organization of the National Movement of Street Children, works with
street youths in Recife’s city center. Although not a full-time volunteer
with Ruas e Pragas, I participated extensively in its work, going out
to the streets several times a week with the street educators, driving
children and educators to the group’s farm some two hours outside
the city, facilitating contact with international organizations, and par-
taking in discussions about the group’s objectives and long-range
goals. I chose to work closely with this group because its members
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were in the street daily, because I admired its commitment to effecting
larger social transformations, and because I enjoyed a close friendship
with some of its members.

When I first contemplated studying street children, I was concerned
about the inequalities of power. I envisaged myself in the field as the
one with the upper hand. While the children would be subject to
deprivation of all kinds, I would have a safe place to sleep at night, a
wad of travelers checks, all the right vaccinations, and a plane ticket
back to the First World. This concern proved to be warranted. I never
came to terms with the material inequalities between myself and the
street children. But in another sense I had it all wrong. I had the
upper hand in terms of the creature comforts, but the research rela-
tionship was guided by a different dynamic. The problem of studying
street children is that if you do it for long enough, you come to realize
that you depend on them, not they on you.

So I searched for ways to treat the children as protagonists of my
research, not as mere repositories of data. Because so many street chil-
dren have been tortured by the police, I was hesitant at first to take
notes in their presence, photograph them, or tape-record conversations.
But after about six weeks I found, much to my surprise, how eager
the children were to have their stories recorded. I discovered this by
accident when 16-year-old Beto snatched from my bag the tape re-
corder I had resolved, precisely that afternoon, never to use. He walked
off to speak to the machine on his own and to talk with his chums.
Beto posed many of the questions that I had wanted to ask. He began
inquiring about robberies, drug use, the families of his chums, their
ages, and many other details. He also asked questions that would not
have occurred to me — for instance, he asked a girl who protected her
at night and how she paid her “watchman.” His conversation with a
boy went as follows:

Beto: Hey, Carlos, where do you live?
Carlos: In Ibura.

Beto: What part of Ibura?

Carlos: In UR-4.
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Beto: You and who else live there?
Carlos: Me, my mother, my father. . . .
Beto: Are they separated?

Carlos: Yes.

I would have stopped at the question “You and who else live there?”
but Beto probed further, asking whether it was really true that the
father lived in the house. As it turned out, the father only visited from
time to time. Although he had already asked where Carlos Jived, Beto
next asked where he s/epz. Carlos said he slept in the street. As I learned
many months later, Carlos had not set foot in his “home” for years.

Having my tape recorder requisitioned and my role as interviewer
usurped eventually translated into my most important research
method. To my surprise, children tended to view the tape recorder
not with suspicion but as a means of making themselves heard, of
telling stories they rarely if ever had the chance to recount. They asked
one another questions that only the most experienced interviewers
might think to pose and framed the questions in ways that their com-
panions readily understood. The questions they put to one another
proved to be easily as important as the answers provided. I left the
field with some 9oo typed pages of transcriptions from these sessions,
which the children came to call oficinas de radio, or radio workshops.

The term “radio workshop” evokes the sense in which many of the
children used the tape recorder. They approached it at once as a toy
and as a means of projecting their voices to other audiences. But whose
voices were being projected and who was the audience? In the radio
workshops, individual children often expressed multiple voices. In
CAP (the Center for Provisional Reception), the state-run juvenile de-
tention center, child interviewers frequently cloaked themselves in the
chiding tones of the institutional social worker. Tape recorder in hand
and endowed with the power to question, interviewers often suggested
that their peers quit “that life” (essz vida) of crime and return home
to work, help their mothers, and stay out of trouble. But in 2 moment,
when they had finished asking questions and offering guidance, they
would speak boastfully of their own use of drugs and participation in
street crime.

In Desafio Jovem, a drug rehabilitation camp run by Pentecostal
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A radio workshop at a shelter for boys.

Christians, children would often assume the voices of those who pros-
elytized them. They would recite psalms and other passages from the
Bible and utter warnings about the temptations of the devil. In other
settings, children would make up stories, for instance about bank rob-
bers. One of the most popular voices was that of real television per-
sonages from Agqwi, Agora (Here, Now), an investigative docudrama
that uncovers the grisly details of actual cases of rape, murder, or any
sufficiently gruesome crime. The television program, a sort of marriage
between the crime pages of the tabloid press and The Twilight Zone,
seemed to blend easily with the children’s everyday experience of vi-
olence in the street. Imitating the show’s hosts, the children often
used the names of their peers in describing hideous but imaginary
crimes.

The interaction in groups varied with such factors as the gender of
the participants and the physical setting of the workshop. For instance,
in CAP, boys would discuss with bravado their participation in all
sorts of crimes, even homicide. Yet in the men’s prison, youths who
had recently attained their majority categorically denied any involve-
ment in the crimes of which they were accused.?

Some youths were more assertive in front of the microphone than
others, and in small groups there tended to be intense competition: for
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control of the microphone. It was thus inevitable that in some con-
versations one or two individuals dominated. But as a general rule,
even those most assertive initially would pass on the microphone to
others once they had made their points. Sometimes it seemed that the
girls were less interested in speaking when among boys or even other
girls, so I tended to interview them one-on-one. This might suggest
that whereas the boys were often engaged in a form of public play-
acting, the girls were more focused on their own private life stories
and day-to-day concerns.

I never attempted to assemble a random sample of children. Yet
the small size of the population, coupled with my own fascination
with the method, meant that by the end of my initial 13 months in
Recife at least half as many street children around the city had par-
ticipated in the workshops as were counted in a municipal survey of
homeless children (see Chapter 4).

In addition to the radio workshops, I taped many one-to-one con-
versations with children, private but recorded exchanges, which were
an invaluable complement to the radio workshops. The group inter-
views had a group dynamic, since children, like adults, speak differ-
ently among their peers than in private conversations. For example,
children who presented an almost formulaic adoration of their mothers
when in a group might, in private, speak of maternal rejection.

I was wary of being seen as a social worker bent on convincing the
children to quit their lives in the street. Inevitably there were times
when the children saw me in that light. But there were many others
when I felt confident I was hearing something not aimed at pleasing
the judgmental adult. It was not infrequent for a single child to speak
in two quite distinct “voices” in a single interview, that of the repen-
tant child and that of the defiant ruffian. As I argue in Chapter 4, it
is the blending of these two personae that is so characteristic of street
children.

The questions the children asked in the radio workshops allowed
me to define categories that were essential to my analysis. For example,
my initial queries about home and the street were not readily under-
stood by the children. But when I listened carefully in the radio work-
shops, I found that these themes arose spontaneously under the rubric
of what children called essz vide (“that life” in the street) and its
opposite, what I refer to as motherdom, that is, the moral logic of the

11



At Home in the Street

matrifocal household. In other words, home is proximity — physical,
affective, moral, and economic — to one’s mother, whereas the street
is a lifestyle, esse vida, that implies sleeping in the street, stealing,
using drugs, and doing other things the children consider to be “no
good” (coisas que nio prestam).

In the end, the radio workshops, albeit the most important of my
methods, were only one research tool, and the information gained from
them was complemented by long interviews, life histories, a semi-
structured survey, examination of secondary sources and publicly avail-
able statistics, and participant observation over the long run. The
contradictions between the spoken word and behavior took on impor-
tant meanings. Where street children seemed to be most duplicitous
was in describing their relationships to their mothers. For instance, an
11-year-old boy asked me to record a special mother’s day message in
which he apologized for being in the street, thus suggesting that his
mother would really rather have him at home. But he had recently
made a brief return home. According to the street educator who es-
corted him, the mother’s first words to her son were, “But I thought
you were dead. There’s no room for you here.”

What [ inferred from the radio workshops and other sessions
changed as a result of interacting with the children and others. I
believe I developed a keen ability to discern when children were re-
counting fantasies, when they were saying what they thought their
listeners wanted to hear, and when they were speaking what in every-
day language might be called the truth. But like any ethnographer, I
could never really be certain. There were times I was looking for some-
thing like a fact: Does a particular girl have a sibling? Has a particular
boy ever been ill in the street? At other times, it was impossible to
disentangle facts from the web of fantasy. For instance, one youth
spoke about how he was roused in the street by a group of men, but
one cannot discern from his narrative whether these men were thieves,
policemen, thugs, members of a death squad, or simply elements of a
story he had fabricated from beginning to end. Yet his narrative need
not be pinned down as fact or fiction: the central concern of the story
remains the same — the nature of violence in the street.
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The survey, as Connolly and Ennew (1996: 140) note, is employed
“not only as the first, but also as the only tool” in much of the research
being done with street children. I twice had occasion to participate in
the survey research of others while in Recife. On the first occasion, I
introduced some psychologists to a group of street children living in
a shelter. Their questionnaire was largely a translation of a survey
designed for use with homeless adults in London and included ques-
tions such as, “On a scale of one to five, how important is it for you
to decorate your room?” this notwithstanding the fact that the chil-
dren had never had their own rooms and did not comprehend the ab-
stract numerical scale. Although I had enjoyed a certain rapport with
the children at the shelter before I introduced them to the psychologists,
the children did not wish to speak with me the next time I went. I
could only hang my head low and bemoan my poor judgment at being
a helpful participant in an experiment that had treated the children a
bit like rats in a laboratory. Yet the psychologists were able to collect
“data” — that is, numbers capable of being analyzed by a sophisticated
statistical software package and written up in a scholarly fashion.

On the second occasion, I took part in a municipal census of street
children that included a brief questionnaire. The children, wakened in
the middle of the night (which in many cases required forceful shak-
ing) were offered a snack and subjected to about fifteen questions.
Ticking off boxes, the researchers attempted to record such “facts” as
why the children were in the street. Although there are facts involved
in leaving home, I believe one can only begin to understand the tor-
turous decisions and circumstances that lead children to find them-
selves in the street by knowing the children and, if possible, their
families over time.

In the end, I did use a questionnaire in my own research, but it
was one that grew out of the radio workshops and that was used to
complement the other methods of research, not replace them. The
content of the questionnaire, used with so street children, was not
assembled until I had spent more than half a year in the field. Many
of the questions used had initially been posed by street children to
their peers in the radio workshops. Others were questions I devised
but that the children corrected and were encouraged to reformulate in
their own words. Camilla, then 17 and relatively new to the streets,
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gave me especially thorough coaching on how to frame the questions.
The questionnaire was devised as a recorded conversation. The partic-
ipants were allowed to meander, to pursue tangents that interested
them, but were always steered back in due course to a common core
of about 200 questions covering a wide range of topics including fam-
ily life, interaction with institutions, gang participation, health, sex,
education, violence, happiness, and future aspirations. I designed the
survey as a guided conversation (see Rubin and Rubin 1995, especially
chap. 6; Kvale 1996, especially chap. 1), beginning with questions I
knew intrigued them, such as about the places where they hung out,
whether they were part of a gang or had a leader, only turning to
more bureaucratic issues such as their age and place of birth toward
the middle of the interview. The survey suggested ways of distin-
guishing the merely anecdotal from something that formed part of a
trend. For instance, the odd comment in conversations regarding the
relationship between sniffing glue and hunger could be translated into
a question that all respondents were asked in the same way: “Does
glue take away your hunger or make you feel more hungry?”

Like the pool of children who participated in the radio workshops,
the sample that responded to the questionnaire was not randomly as-
sembled. The participants were chosen largely on the basis of their
being in the right place at the right time. In other words, if I fele I
was in a safe enough spot to use the tape recorder and the children
seemed in the mood for talking, I would propose the idea. Very few
refused. I conducted 33 of the interviews, and three educadores con-
ducted 9. The remaining 8 were done by a young woman named Iracy
who described herself as a menina de rua, or street girl. She lived in a
house with her grandmother, but had hung out in the past with a
group of kids who lived in the street, and she generally considered
herself to be one of them. She added a few questions of her own at
the end of the survey, such as “What do you think should be done
with the police?” and “What do you think the government should do
for street children?”?

Questions were occasionally skipped, sometimes for reasons dictated
by common sense. For instance, it made little sense to ask eight-year-
old boys whether they had ever used condoms. Other times questions
were omitted because it seemed unfair or unrealistic to pose them to
respondents in the presence of others. For example, since in Northeast
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Brazil such a strong stigma is attached to being the victim of rape, it
made little sense, if others were present, to ask the children whether
they had ever been forced to have sex. For this reason, the sample size
for a particular question varies, with 50 being the maximum.

The questions that referred to time were difficult for the respon-
dents. For instance, the question asked of the children in shelters,
“How long have you been here?” was regularly answered with such
replies as um bocado de tempo, meaning, loosely, “a bunch of time.”
Various tactics were attempted to overcome this problem. For instance,
those who did not know how old they were when they left home were
asked if they remembered what soap opera was being shown at the
time. Events that had occurred over the past year were related to
important holidays such as carnaval or Sio jodo, the June festivals.
Respondents might be asked “Did you last see your mother before or
after carnaval?”

Of 50 children and young people in the sample, 36 were male, 12
were female, and 2 were biologically male transvestites who referred
to themselves as women. The proportion of females included in the
sample (one-third) is higher than that actually found in the general
population of street children,* but this was intentional since I wanted
to gain a comparative sense of experience by gender. The participants
ranged in age from 8 to 23, the median age being 15%. Respondents
who were 18 or older were included only when they had lived in the
street before attaining their majority. The children lived in divergent
situations: 26 were in the street at the time of the interview, 16 in
shelters, and 8 at home. Many of those from the first group were
interviewed in the street, in as quiet an alley or square as could be
found. Others were interviewed indoors, for instance, at Ruas e Pracas.

Some researchers studying illegal activities have found it necessary to
partake in those very activities in order to have access to reliable data.
For example, Patricia Adler (1993), who studied drug dealers and drug
smugglers, writes,

Although we never dealt drugs (we were too scared to be seri-
ously tempted), we consumed drugs and possessed them in small
quantities. Quite frankly, it would have been impossible for a
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nonuser to have gained access to this group to gather the data
presented here. This was the minimum involvement necessary to
obtain even the courtesy membership we achieved. (24)

In my case, I did not sniff glue or steal with the children or sleep in
the street. The children would have found it incongruous, even absurd,
for a foreign adult to attempt to live as they do, and I drew my own
limits. It was far easier to fit in among the street educators than among
the street children themselves. I spent much of my time in the street
hanging out, playing checkers or dominoes, talking, drawing, or com-
menting along with the children on the passersby. Many of the chil-
dren in Recife’s downtown associated me with Ruas e Pragas, whose
street educators I often accompanied. But when they asked about my
role, or when I thought it was appropriate to tell them, I explained
that I was spending some time in Brazil learning about street children
and that I frequently worked as a volunteer for Ruas e Pragas.

I visited the shelters where street children frequently elect to go,
making quite a number of trips to two in particular. These were es-
pecially good places to conduct radio workshops because the children
were not high and were especially eager for recreation. In these con-
texts, they tended to be gentler and their attention spans longer. The
practicalities were also far simpler, since I did not have to worry about
the tape recorder being stolen or the ever-present background noises
of the street. For these reasons, CAP, the state detention center for
children and adolescents, proved, itonically, an ideal location for these
interviews. I was allowed to work there over a four-day period until a
foreign free-lance photographer of street children, who happened to
talk her way into the facility just after I did, drew so much attention
that we were both expelled.

I spent considerable time in the fazvelas. On a few occasions I was
able to visit the estranged families of street children. In a fzvelz near
the colonial center of Olinda I acquired some young friends and even-
tually even a godson, who, in a brilliant act of emotional blackmail
by his adoptive mother, was named after me. I continually found rea-
sons to visit favelas around the city, most frequently to visit day care
centers or to accompany health promoters on their home visits.

All of the research, except when accompanying foreign visitors, was
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conducted in Portuguese. I had studied the language for three years
before traveling to Brazil, and knowing Spanish facilitated my com-
prehension. Although the thick accent of Pernambuco (of which Recife
is the capital) and the argot of poor children made my first weeks
challenging, with time I became comfortable in the language.

Ethics

At one of the first institutions I visited, a young social worker com-
mented that I, like so many other foreigners, had come to study their
(i.e., Northeast Brazil’s) misery. She spoke, I think, not so much out
of knee-jerk chauvinism as from an awareness that suffering is the
stuff that keeps so many foreign visitors employed. Indeed, I had the
sense that much of the success of my own efforts to solicit funding
for my research derived from the emotional strings the subject pulls,
which, in turn, left me with the question of what was in it for the
children. This has been a project fraught with ethical dilemmas.
Choosing when to intervene and when to do nothing was not easy.
Sometimes such choices related to the physical safety of children, a
concern discussed by Fine and Sandstrom in Knowing Children (1988).
As the authors reflect, “Children are mischievous, sometimes aggres-
sive, and occasionally cruel. What is the responsibility of the partici-
pant observer in that situation? . .. In some situations, an observer’s
presence may increase the display of aggression among minors” (26—
27). One afternoon at the beach, a strong 18-year-old named Manoel
picked up a huge rock and threatened to smash it over the head of
Marcela, a teenage transvestite. Faced with situations like this, I took
a self-consciously interventionist stance. Detailed knowledge about vi-
olent crimes, including rapes and murders, put me in an especially
difficult position. I was asked for advice on wrenching dilemmas.
“Should I get rid of this baby?”” Camilla asked me as she contemplated
her growing belly. She believed abortion was the worst sin a woman
could commit, but she also knew she did not have the wherewithal
to raise a child. Abortion is illegal in Brazil and for poor women it is
a painful and life-threatening ordeal. Should I offer to pay for a safe,
less painful, but still illegal, abortion in a clinic? What do you say to
young mothers who leave their toddlers unattended and in imminent
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danger of being run over when they go off to steal or buy drugs? Do
I listen impassively to the boy who boasts of mugging old people as
impoverished as his own grandparents?

Also, should I buy food for the children? In contending with this
question, I found myself treading a fine line between paternalism and
stinginess, between being taken for a fool and simply sharing some of
what I had been given in the name of street children. How do you
deny a request for lunch when you know that otherwise the boy will
go out and steal a watch to buy the food himself? But how do you
oblige, knowing that this act of paternalism does nothing to resolve
the need for another meal a few hours later?

The educadores, or street educators, at local organizations in Recife
have seen countless journalists and researchers come and go. They
know that many of the foreigners spend more every day in travel
expenses than they take home in a month, and normally neither they
nor the children with whom they work see any direct benefit from the
presence of such visitors. Photographers especially are viewed as rep-
resentatives of a sort of extractive industry; they make quick visits,
take pictures of street children, and then sell the photographs and
keep all the money. In 1993, an American free-lancer (the same one
who got me expelled from CAP) came for several weeks to photograph
street children in Recife. She seemed to leave a wake of resentment
wherever she set foot and eventually became the subject of a multi-
million-dollar lawsuit launched by a Brazilian organization against a
U.S. magazine that published one of her photos of a supposed child
prostitute.

So it is not surprising that street-children tourists are often greeted
with less-than-open arms. My initiation to Recife was no exception.
Although I encountered generous hospitality on many fronts, I was
met with suspicion and cold shoulders on others. The children at the
National Movement of Street Children demanded to know the objec-
tive of my research and who was financing it. Street educators from
one group asked if I knew why a British researcher who had spent six
months with them, eventually marrying an attractive young woman
from Olinda and taking her with him, had never taken the trouble to
write a letter or send a copy of his thesis.

I was fearful of becoming part of the industry of researchers that
treat street children as a sort of raw material there for the taking, of
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translating the anguish of real children into a document that would
benefit above all myself. It would be absurd to suggest that I was
writing for an audience of street children. I met few that read fluently
and none that knew English. Likewise, it would be pretentious to
claim that this book was written strictly for the benefit of street chil-
dren. But it struck me as dissonant, even violent, to translate the
everyday fears and joys, murders and poems of street children into a
rarefied argot.

Northeast Brazil is a world of abysmal contradictions. One middle-
class friend flew her imported Scottish terrier more than halfway across
the country to Curitiba for artificial insemination. Meanwhile, the ca-
loric intake of most children in Recife is doubtless inferior to that of
my friend’s well-traveled pet. It struck me early on that while the
latest First World technology can be found in well-stocked stores,
mops do not exist. Poor, dark-skinned maids scrub the floors of the
rich on their hands and knees. Street children are not incongruent
with this world of contrasts that is Northeast Brazil. I hope that the
dreams, spunk, and patent joie de vivre of the children are as evident
in this ethnography as the violence they endure, the sadness and frus-
tration they often feel, and the injustice of a world that leaves children
to grow up at home in the street.

The Organization of the Book and the Progression of the Arguments

Readers not familiar with the setting may wish to make the Appendix,
which introduces the cities of Recife and Olinda and the larger context
of Northeast Brazil, the next chapter that they read.

Chapter 1 consists of extended transcriptions of two street children
who introduce the reader to the feel of the street and touch on a
number of the themes emphasized in this book, those themes being
identity, violence, the relationship of street children to institutions,
and the idea of childhood itself. Two children, one male and one
female, relate vignettes that offer the beginnings of life stories. The
stories contrast sharply, as do the circumstances of their authors. The
boy, aged 13, is spirited and witty. He finds adventure and freedom
in the street, though his relish is tempered with remorse for the things
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he does there, such as holding up people at gunpoint. He says that
his mother searches for him in the street and very much wants him
to be at home. The girl shares little of the boy’s pluck or optimism.
She spent her early childhood in institutions and in the care of an
alcoholic mother. She was raped at the age of 13 by a demented street
person and has been beaten by boyfriends and shot by members of a
death squad. At the time of the interview, after several years in the
street punctuated only by periodic stays at institutions, she was 17
and pregnant.

In many ways, the lives of these two children could not be more
different. I selected their narratives for a number of quite subjective
reasons. The first is that I was drawn to the children for the beauty
of their words, the articulate nature of their sense of the world. But
there are other reasons. Juxtaposed, the stories of these two illustrate
the extent to which the street can be experienced differently by dif-
ferent children. Many of the contrasts, of course, relate to gender. I
believe that, on balance, life in the street tends to be even harder for
gitls than for boys, not only because of their greater physical vulner-
ability but also because of social expectations in Brazil about girlhood
and boyhood, about the street and about the home, and about the
gendered nature of public and private space. Girlhood is typically more
closely circumscribed, more inimical to the street, more closely allied
to the home. The street is perceived as a threat to the moral values
adules seek to inculcate in children, especially to those of girls, for
whom contact with the street is apt to transform them from meninas
(girls) into mulberes (sexually initiated women).

Despite the sharp contrasts between the two main narratives in
Chapter 1, there are also similarities that I believe form part of the
collectivity I call street children. For example, both children define
their lives in the street with frequent reference to a mother figure;
both have managed to care for themselves in the most challenging
circumstances; both have lived in a variety of settings — with their
mothers, with surrogate mother figures, in institutions, and among
other children in the street — and both have experienced and perpe-
trated countless acts of violence. While I contest popular images of
street children, in presenting the extended interview transcriptions I
admittedly risk building my own subjectively informed iconography
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through a selection of first-person narratives. At issue is the ethno-
graphic search for commonality amid a universe of individuals.
Chapter 2 aims to complement the subjectively chosen narratives
that precede it by painting a broad picture of street children. It con-
siders the daily activities, dreams, and frustrations of street children,
the places where they “roam,” how they meet the daily necessities of
getting food and clothing, and how they organize themselves socially.
Chapter 3 begins with an examination of the divergent ways that
scholars and other observers have portrayed childhood. The chapter
argues that if childhood can be seen as a broad context, in urban
Northeast Brazil two starkly contrasting contexts can be identified —
nurturing childhood and nurtured childhood. Nurturing children, in es-
sence, are poor children who from an early age take on serious re-
sponsibilities; they bring in resources to their mothers and nurture
the household, activities they view as moral obligations. Nurtured
children, on the other hand, are the coddled progeny of middie-class
families. Highly differentiated from and dependent on adults, nurtured
children are economic liabilities to the household. Whereas the status
of nurturing children is dependent, to an extent, on what they o,
nurtured children are valued by virtue of being children. Distinct as
these two childhoods are, they share one thing in common: they are
lived at home. And it is in relation to “home children” that street
children are seen and see themselves. Notwithstanding the flurry of
attention paid to street children, nearly all Brazilian children grow up
in homes, and I argue that, divorced from a critical examination of
domestically based childhoods, street children cannot be understood.
Chapter 4 treats the many identities, or images, assigned to home-
less children and the ways those same children speak of themselves
and their companions. I argue that street children ground their sense
of identity in opposition to the lives of nurturing children. Alchough
malogueivos — as children living in the streets of Recife and Olinda®
often refer to themselves in their own argot — have much in common
with the poor children of the favelas, they speak of themselves as
radically different from other poor children. The essence of their dif-
ference, I argue, revolves around their relationship to motherdom, the
moral logic of the matrifocal household. Whereas poor children are
expected to help their mothers, heed their advice, and stay by their
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sides, maloqueiros are physically separated from their mothers, inhabit
the public spaces of the city rather than the private space of the home,
and use their resources mostly for themselves. They speak of the street
not as a mere physical space but as a way of life.

Intermingled in discussions of the definitions of street children, one
inevitably encounters controversy over the size of this population. This
chapter treats the creative speculation regarding the size of the street
child population in Brazil and, through an examination of census data,
gives an alternative estimate on this point. I suggest that there are
probably fewer than 39,000 children sleeping in the streets of Brazil,
or well under 1 percent of the figure of 7 million used in recent years
by UNICEF, the World Health Organization, and other institutions.

Chapter 5 examines different dimensions of violence involving street
children, considering how violence exercised both against and by street
children situates these victims and perpetrators in relation to concep-
tualizations of childhood. Nothing seems to attract more attention to
street children than the fact that their mutilated corpses can sometimes
be found on city streets or garbage dumps. As child-murdering death
squads threaten to displace the beaches of Rio de Janeiro as the coun-
try’s most readily identifiable national icon, Brazilians have found
themselves engaged in painful soul searching. What went wrong in
this country where the cultural ambassadorship of Carmen Miranda’s
rhapsodic voice and graceful steps has been replaced by images of
roving bands of thugs that hunt down sleeping children? The murders
of street children are not only the subject of damning media reports
and ceaseless denunciations by human rights organizations, they also
hold a firm place in the world’s everyday lore about Brazil. And they
are a blight on the conscience of the nation. Brazilians typically discuss
the violence against street children with impassioned revulsion. But
just as frequently, the conversation turns to the violence in which the
street children themselves engage. Violence drives the wedge ever
deeper between street children and nurtured and nurturing children.
The murder of children by adults, those normally expected to protect
them, inverts the rules of nurtured childhood. But the violence in
which such children engage also upsets the rules of nurturing child-
hood.

My research generally corroborates the assertions widely reported
elsewhere that street children suffer myriad forms of violence at the
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hands of adults, especially the police. Indeed, the shock value lies not
so much in the practice of these crimes as in the routinization of
torture and in che imagination of the torcurers. What sort of a mind
decides to hang a youth upside down and slowly drip cleaning deter-
gent into his nostrils to punish him for an act of petty thievery he
may or may not have committed? But lost in the public talk about
street children is a consideration of how street children interpret the
violence they live. The chapter examines how children classify and
explain the violence they both suffer and perpetrate and argues that
the way children “read” and act out violence is varied and often at
odds with the interpretations offered by their adult advocates. Fur-
thermore, global attention to death-squad murders of street children
has eclipsed concern for other, more prevalent, forms of violence ex-
perienced by poor children in general, such as systematic torture and
mistreatment at the hands of the police and the hidden violence of
the home.

Chapter 6 discusses many of the agencies in the metropolitan area
that work with street children. Although many people are under the
impression that little is being done for street children, Brazilian cities
such as Recife and Olinda are home to a wide array of agencies and
institutions that act in behalf of this population. In comparing the
numbers of adults working with street children with the number of
homeless children, I show that in Recife from mid-1992 to mid-1993
there was approximately one adult working for each child sleeping
rough. The chapter examines how the different agencies struggle to
remove children from the streets and situate them in the more familiar
worlds of nurturing and nurtured childhood, that is, the matrifocal
childhood of the fzvelas or, more fancifully, a carefree, protected, mid-
dle-class childhood in which children are highly differentiated from
adults.

The belief that children are antithetical to streets harks back to
ideas deeply entrenched in Brazilian social history about the opposing
realms of street and home, a literature touched on in this chapter. I
argue that efforts to remove children from the street are guided by
the motifs of salvation, reclamation, and citizenship. By “reclamation”
I refer to attempts to transform unruly street children into working
children, to substitute labor for leisure, and discipline for drugs. By
the motif of “salvation” I refer to a less well delineated but symboli-
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cally charged rhetoric of transforming children by “rescuing” them
from the street and “restoring” their childhood to them. Finally, “cit-
izenship” refers to efforts to endow street children with rights provided
by the law, by seeking a direct relationship with society without the
family as medium.

Some leaders of programs for street children — for example, Father
Bruce Ritter, formerly of New York’s Covenant House, the late Peter
Tagon of the international NGO Childhope and UNICEF, and Ana
Vasconcelos of Recife’s Casa de Passagem (House of Passage) — have
received extensive attention in the media and in promotional litera-
ture. But in other respects and despite all of the talk about street
children, the institutions that seek to represent, aid, or even rescue
these children have been all but obscured from view. What lictle is
said about the institutions seems aimed only at raising money for
them. Whereas Chapter 6 examines the motifs used by agencies to
explain how they help street children, Chapter 7 turns the tables and
examines how the children see the institutions. I argue that the street
children in Recife tend to view the social service institutions as an
integral part of street life, not as a way out. They even liken the
institutions to freguéses, a concept I translate as, loosely, clients. The
children’s own visions of change, I argue, are remote from the adult
concepts of salvation, reclamation, and citizenship.

For a number of reasons, I do not aim primarily to make policy
recommendations. The first reason is one of deference. There is no lack
of policy recommendations in Brazil coming from people who work
every day with street children and do not have a plane ticket out of
the country. Street children also have ideas about the way forward.
The National Movement of Street Children was serving in the early
1990s as a spirited, rebellious forum in which poor children and street
educators across the country could debate civil and economic rights
and the need to effect change in Brazilian society. A second reason is
that I believe it important to approach street children as something
other than a problem to be solved. If one’s goal is to legislate the
eradication of a problem, one tends to lose the ability to consider what
the individuals who constitute that “problem” are doing and saying
and how they see their place in the world.

Many who have written on street children tend to be obsessed with
two questions: What causes street children and what can be done to
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remove them from the streets? The first question frames street children
as something akin to a disease — indeed the word “etiology” is some-
times used in this context. I have thus replaced extensive speculation
about the causes of street children with a wider examination of the
alternative — staying at home, where home is a shack and home life
is steeped in hunger, deprivation, and violence. While not pretending
to offer a solution, this ethnography asks as many pertinent questions
as possible and in this way aims to redirect the debate about street
children.

The conclusion, “The Ephemeral Lives of Street Children,” offers
some reflections that may be relevant to those concerned about policies.
For instance, I argue that preventing poor children from working in
the screets may undermine their ties with their families because the
status of poor urban children in matrifocal households is enhanced by
their ability to bring home resources. Forcing all children off the
streets, the principal venue for urban children to earn money, endan-
gers the welfare of poor children and families, given the present eco-
nomic and social state of affairs in Brazil and many other developing
countries. The conclusion also aims to situate my discussion of street
children within relevant bodies of literature, such as other treatments
of street children and of the culeural politics of childhood, and con-
siders the question of the future of street children, both as envisaged
in the literature and by children themselves.

This book examines street children in relation to larger expectations
about childhood, for it is in this context that street children define
themselves and are defined by others, and that the talk about them
can best be understood. It treats the daily struggles of children on the
edge, but it also offers an interpretation of how children read this
reality, adapt to it, and transform it. If the most widely disseminated
fact about Brazilian street children is that they are murdered, one can
easily forget that they also live and that they interpret the world in
which they tenuously exist.
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FEBEM, as it was generally called by the children, or CAP, as the
facility was officially known after 1990," was Recife’s “temporary”
holding tank for juvenile delinquents and lost children for no less than
29 years. The compound was known to nearly all children living in
the street. A few even boasted of having been in and out more than
100 times. CAP was divided into three parts, one for girls, one for
young boys, and one for more “dangerous” adolescent males. Bars and
gates kept the children separate in these three areas at night, though
some of the time they could mix during the day. Chronically over-
crowded, the facility, intended for no more than about 60 children,
typically accommodated over 100. They slept on rectangular strips of
foam or simply on the cement floor, ate in a large common mess hall,
and spent their days watching television, chasing one another around
in the courtyard, performing various chores, or engaging in “peda-
gogical” activities such as gluing together popsicle sticks.

In July 1995, a group of older boys broke into the Children’s and
Adolescents’ Court next door where, in a storeroom for court evidence,
they found a vast collection of guns and drugs. In the rebellion that
ensued, boys could be seen through the infrared lenses of the national
television network TV-Globo sniffing glue and brandishing a variety
of guns. As if imitating the heroes of American Westerns, some
sported a pistol at each hip and one in each hand. For once, the police,
under strict orders from Pernambuco’s governor Miguel Arraes and
intense scrutiny from the television cameras, exercised restraint. The
three-day standoff resulted in the shooting of one policeman and the
death of one youth who was allegedly organizing a gang rape of some
of the girls who, mostly against their will, had remained in the com-
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pound. All shots were fired by the children. During the rebellion,
virtually everything in CAP except its cement walls was destroyed,
resulting in a decision to close the compound permanently.

In 1992, however, CAP was functioning much as it always had,
and it was there that I met a boy I call Edivaldo, a 13-year-old who
had been running away from home periodically over the previous six
years. The two of us were in what sometimes served as a classroom.
Alchough the door was shut, other children entered from time to time.

Edivaldo

Edivaldo: Do you plan to do something for these kids at FE-
BEM?

Tobias: I'd like to. What do you think I should do?

Edivalde: That’s up to you. {He pauses to think.} One thing
I'd suggest is to find a better place, you know, because a lot of
the kids here, like me, don’t like this place. We like to have a
little freedom. If I were in charge of this place, the kids would
have food, a place to sleep, and a bath, and I wouldn’t keep them
prisoners and I wouldn’t let the monitores {the adult supervisors
responsible for keeping order] hit them. I'd take them to the
beach, to the movies. I think that’s the right thing to do because
the kids run away from home to be free. If they’re prisoners at
home, do you think they’re going to like being prisoners some-
where else?

I'm from Caruaru {a city of about 100,000, Pernambuco’s
largest after the metropolitan area of Recife]. I move around a
lot. I even went to Natal {a four-hour road trip to the north}. I
spent two months living in the house of a woman who made
fried turnovers. I met her because when I went to Natal I first
stayed with a guy for a couple of days. He even gave me a
surfboard. Then he had to leave and I couldn’t go with him
because I didn’t have my birth certificate [necessary for Brazilian
children to travel from one state to another] and on that day it
rained a lot and I was freezing to death. I leaned against a
wooden house and put the board on my head and started crying.
Then the woman [who lived in the house] came and asked what
I was doing there. I told her my story, she took me into her
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house, gave me a cup of hot coffee and bread, and asked me if
I wanted to live there. I told her I did. I spent two months
helping her, but then she died. She lived alone and when she
died, her son, who lived somewhere else, came to tell me to leave.
He gave me a ticket and stuck me on a bus and made me go
away.

I only ran away from home because of my stepfather. He beat
me with a wire cable, left me all cut up, then he threw water
and a kilo of salt on me. When I would run away I'd go all over
the place. I spent two days with a cruck driver, then he said,
“Go away now,” so I left. I stayed in the city and met a lot of
kids and that’s how I started learning about street life.

I think I have way too much experience now. The street
doesn’t have anything to offer you except experience. In the street
we learn how to live because at home we get spoon-fed every-
thing. It's not like that in the street. In the street we have to
work to have something. That's what the street teaches you.

Tobias: In the street, do you roam with a gang?

Edivaldo: If you hang out with a gang, it’s worse than being
alone, because, look, in a gang it’s the strongest one who wins.
If I'm weak and, say, I steal a watch, the biggest guy in the
gang is going to say, “Hey, that watch is mine, I'm going to
sell it.” That’s why I prefer to roam alone. I only went around
with a gang once, because when I'm with a group, the group
wants to fight to see who's strongest. If you get caught in the
middle of something you're in trouble. The one time I was with
a group I got stabbed.

I've run away from home twenty-nine times. I've always come
to Recife when I run away from home. I'd get a ride with the
trucks. Sometimes I'd hide under the spare tire. You know how
trucks have that extra tire in case one pops? I'd hide back there
and come to Recife all hungry.

The firsc time, I was seven years old. That’s when I started
learning about street life. My mother came to Recife and spoke
with the police. She sent the police out after me, and she even
offered a reward for the person who found me.

The second time I went to the Shopping Center in Boa Vi-
agem. I asked a guy for money. He said he didn’t have any and
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walked away. But then he came back and bought me food and
asked if I wanted to work in his house. I said yes and I went to
live there. I stayed for two days and then my mother found me.
She got a whole bunch of kids together and gave them money
so they would tell her where I was. I liked it there. I would have
stayed. I went back twice [to see the man]} but he already had
another boy living there and when I went the third time he had
left for Sao Paulo.

I went back to Caruaru and stayed for two months. Then I
ran away again, but my mother didn’t come to look for me. I
stayed in the street in the center of the city for three days. Later
I went home because I hadn’t really learned what screet life is
about.

The fourth time was when I learned how to sniff glue. I got
together with a bunch of kids and started sniffing, and I got
used to it. So I just started running away from home to sniff
glue. It’s a vice, you know. It’s not that I like it, you get to be
a prisoner of glue.

Tobias: What do you mean?

Edivalde: It’s a temptation that hits you: “Come on, sniff glue,
sniff.” And you end up sniffing.

Tobias: And what happens when you sniff glue?

Edivalde: You get high and start seeing things that aren’t in
front of you. That’s what hooks you.

Tobias: What happens if you sniff every day and then all of a
sudden you stop? How do you feel?

Edivaldo: You get a fever, a headache, you feel like dying.

Tobias: Does sniffing glue make you hungry??

Edivaldo: Yes, but only when you stop sniffing. Sometimes
you sniff to kill the hunger, because when you’re hungry and
you sniff, the hunger goes away. But if you stop sniffing, the
hunger gets you again.

Tobias: I've noticed that some kids sniff glue after eating. Why
do they do that?

Edivaldo: It’s so that you don’t mess up your lungs, because if
you eat and then sniff on a full stomach, it’s not so bad for you.
But if you sniff on an empty stomach, the air from the glue fills
up your belly.
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Tobias: Does glue cause any illnesses?

Edivaldo: Yes, diabetes.

Tobias. Have you ever lived in anyone else’s house aside from
with the man in Boa Viagem?

Edivaldo: Lots of times, like with the woman in Boa Viagem
where 1 cleaned her garden.

Tobias: What was it like there?

Edivaldo: It was good. I even fell in love with the lady’s daugh-
ter.

Tobias: What's her name?

Edivaldo: Paula.

Tobias: Pretty?

Edivaldo: Yes [he smiles coyly}.

Tobias: How old is she?

Edivaldo: Thirteen. My age. So it’s good.

Tobias: How long did you stay with them?

Edivaldo: For two years. At first I cleaned up their yard, but
after a while I stopped and I became part of the family. I studied,
I had food, a place to sleep, I did everything, I watched TV, I
lazed around all day long. I left because they went away. I don’t
have my birth certificate so I can’t travel. I have to stay right
here. They left me in a hostel. They paid the rent for three
months until I could find something else. She paid for the food,
the place to sleep, the baths, television, air conditioning, video
games, everything, it was great! But I cried a lot when the lady
lefc. I missed my girlfriend. Then I went back to the street
because I hadn’t found anything. But I think this year, no next
year, at carnaval, they're coming back. I'll go back there.

Tobias: Did you use drugs during that time?

Edivaldo: No. You see, the lady gave me some medicine. One
day the lady gave me money to go to the movies. I took the
money and bought glue, but the medicine made the glue taste
terrible. So while I was with them I didn’t sniff glue.

Tobias: Did you play with the street kids while you lived with
the family?

Edivaldo: No, the lady said that if I kept playing with them
I would pick up the vice again. The lady was doing everything
for me, and it was like she was my mother.

30



Speaking of the Street

Tobias: Do you remember the fifth time you ran away?

Edivaldo: {with a tone of boyish authority} I remember what
happened every single time.

Tobias: So what happened the fifth time?

Edivaldo: The fifth time . . . I took off, caught a ride. I stayed
in the bus station. I ate there and slept there. I washed the cars
of the owners of the stores in the bus station. They paid me and
I bought their food. It was like they were paying me to buy
from them! Sometimes they didn’t even pay me, they gave me
a plate of food, a huge plate this size [he opens his hands around
an imaginary, giant dish]. Then my mother came to look for
me. She saw me the moment she got off the bus, on that bridge
at the bus station. “Edivaldo, come here!” she yelled. She ran
after me and caught me. I hugged her. I adore her. It’s just my
stepfather. If I could, I'd kill him.

Tobias: How long did you stay home that time?

Edivalds: One day. My stepfather showed up and beat me with
a piece of metal, like he was dehusking a coconut. He cut my
hands all up.

Tobias: Does he drink?

Edivaldo. No, he just likes hitting. He doesn’t eat or drink.
He’s just rotten.

Tobias: Why did he hit you?

Edivaldo: Because of his kids. They would do something then
say that I did it. He wouldn’t believe me if I said one thing and
his kids said another.

Tobias: What happened the sixth time you ran away?

Edivaldo: The sixth time ... went to the bus station again.
I spent a lot of time in the street. I ran away a lot. Once, the
seventh time I ran away from home, I stayed at a lumberyard in
Boa Viagem. While I was there I saved up all the money I
earned. I didn’t spend anything. I slept there and when the man
went away I poured a little glue into a bottle. In the morning
I'd go to the bread shop and buy some milk [and then drink it]
to cover up the stench. When my mother came I had more
money than she did. I paid for my bus ticket back and hers too
and there was even a little money left over.

The eighth time was when I went to swim at the beach. I
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jumped off a diving board and hit my head on a rock that was
under water. When I woke up seven days had passed. I was in
the Restauragdo [Hospitall and my mother was there. She had
come. I didn’t even have any fun that time. I just got to Recife,
went to the beach, took a dip, and then I was at home.

The ninth time I hung out in the street, and my mother found
me again. I was in the city sniffing glue and that’s when she
found out I used glue. She started crying and said, “Don’t do
that” and stuff.

Tobias: How did you feel?

Edivaldo: 1 felt like a dog because I was wrong.

Tobias: What about the tenth time you ran away?

Edivaldo: If you keep on asking one by one T'll miss lunch! {1
thought he had tired of the conversation, but then, perhaps re-
membering fondly what had happened on the tenth occasion, he
continued.] The tenth time I ran away a police woman caught
me. She asked me where I lived. I told her “In the street.” I lied
when she asked if I had a mother and a father. I told her no.
She said, “I'm gonna take you to FEBEM.” I started crying. She
said, “Okay, I'll take you somewhere else, you'll see.” She stuck
me in her car and, vroom. When I got out of the car we were
at her house. So I stayed there, living in a police lady’s house!
It was great there. She took me all over the place. I even learned
how to shoot a gun. She had this thing, a target. She had a
Mauser and a Beretta. She used the Mauser and I used the Ber-
etta. But then my mother came and found me. I was only in the
lady’s house for three days.

Once there was this old lady in the middle of the street who
had just come out of the bank. Her bag was full. So I said,
“Woohh, loot!” I grabbed her bag and took off. Then the old
lady sat down and started crying. I felt sorry for her and went
back and returned her money. She asked me: “Why did you rob
me?”

“Because I'm hungry,” I said.

She got up and said, ‘Let’s go over there.” She paid for my
lunch and a Guarand {a popular Brazilian soft drink} and I felt
sorry for her. She said she had grandchildren to raise.
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[suddenly, returning his attention to the noises about him} I
want to get out of here. I want to sniff glue again. And here
your stomach feels weird. Out in the street you eat things you
can’t eat here and your stomach gets used to those things and
to the glue, so when you get here you feel strange, not sniffing
glue and not eating those things you eat in the street.

Tobias: What do you normally eat?

Edivaldo: Anything that’s food.

Tobias: On a typical day what do you eat, what do you?

Edivaldo: 1 wake up on Dantas Barreto [a busy thoroughfare
in the center of Recifel. I go to a public bathroom. I take a bath,
wash my face. Then I go over to Seu Zé’s stall, grab some tooth-
paste, brush my teeth. He gives me a roll and some juice. I eat.
Then I go out to rustle up some money. I go around and say,
“Got any change?” Anyone who's eating, I ask 'em. Around noon
when I've got some money I buy a huge lunch in the Bar do
Gordo. Then I get up and say, “I'm gonna sniff glue now.” I go
up to a kid, snatch his glue, the glue’s almost dead [hard, and
with scarcely any smell] — you know, just so I can sniff a little.
When my head is sort of feeling good I say, “Time to steal.” I
go around and “bam,” got a watch. I run, sell the watch and
buy glue. I keep on sniffing glue and stealing watches to buy
food at night.

Tobias: How many watches can you steal in a day?

Edivaldo: If 1 spend the whole day stealing? Woohh! More
than ten. Twenty. Thirty. We can make up to five hundred
thousand cruzeiros [worth US$45 at the time, nearly minimum
wage for a month]. But you need to know how to snatch 'em.
If you don’t know what you’re doing, you’ll never get the
watches. We steal gold and silver necklaces too. Once when I
had long fingernails I went to steal a lady’s necklace and I
scratched the hell out of her.

Tobias: What do you do with the money?

Edivaldo: 1 buy glue, pot, Rohypnol [a “prescription only”
sleeping pill widely used as a recreational drug in Brazill, food,
you name it, /o/d {a mixture of solvents that is inhaled].

Tobias: Do you share the money with the other children?
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Edivaldo: {indignant} Are you kidding? If they want, they can
go out and steal watches themselves. I'm the one who did the
work and ran the risk. I tell them to go out and get their own
watches.

Once when I earned money, I bought a Beretta. I spent ten
days snatching watches, “Pah, pah” [his onomatopoeic rendition
of children stealing watches}. First I bought a Mauser and then
I held it against a lady’s neck. I swiped her money and a bunch
of videocassettes. I spent more than a month with the gun, steal-
ing. Then I sold it and with the money I'd stolen and the money
from the gun I bought a thirty-eight. Then I stole some more,
sold that gun, and bought the Beretta.

I went to the street and a kid saw that my pockets were
bulging, he tried to take my money. I pulled out the gun and
pointed it at him. He took my money {anywayl. I said, “Give
it back you asshole or I'll shoot you. You think I steal so you
can come and take my money?” He gave me the money and I
yelled, “Run!” He ran and I went “Bam!” but I missed. “Take
another!” I missed again. When I shot again he fell. I said, “Shit,
I killed a boy.” I took off. The next day the kid had a Band-
Aid on his toe. I only shot him in the toe.

Tobias: How would you have felt if you'd killed him?

Edivaldo: {his expression changing from one of patent excite-
ment to that of the repentant child} I would have felt very bad.
But {smiling fiendishlyl, I ran so fast no bullet could have ever
hit me.

Tobias: What's the most interesting thing that’s ever happened
to you in the street?

Edivaldy: It was when a guy sold me a machine gun. I bought it,
but I sold it the next day. It was one of those little ones. I kept it
inside my shorts, I made it look like a bottle of glue. I went to look
for someone to sell it to. I found a policeman, a friend of mine, who
traded the machine gun for a revolver and gave me back two mil-
lion cruzeiros {more than US$200]. In the street we get our hands
on money that even rich people don’t touch.
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Margarete

Amar € viver, viver ¢ ser real.
Realidade ¢ ser infeliz
¢ felicidade é querer morrer.
A morte € fim de tuds.
Mas a vida ¢ tdo bonita e bela pra quem sabe viver.
E wma coisa que en nio sei fazer.
Por isso devo sofrer até morrer,
acabar com tud,
esquecer 0 mundo e nunca mais chorar.

To love is to live, to live is to be real.
Reality is to be unhappy

and happiness is to want to die.
Death is the end of everything
But life is beautiful

for those who know how to live,

something I know not how to do.
So I suffer and then I'll die,

forget the world and never again cry.

Margarete® possessed a nearly infallible memory for the lyrics of songs
and for the poems, like the one above, that she from time to time
composed. Her life, as she told it to me during the many conversations
we had together, was a soft-spoken collage of violence, drug-induced
hallucinations, betrayals, and dreams — events and ideas that occurred
to her in no particular order. Her “life story” comes in the form of
vignettes, episodes of her life that she shared with me and my tape
recorder.

When I met her she was 17. She had been off drugs and off the
streets for several months, living on a rural farm for street children.
We talked one day under the shade of a jaca tree, a sweeter, more
aromatic relative of the breadfruit, in what the children on the farm
called the praga, or central square. It consisted of several tree trunks
and stumps arranged in a more or less concentric fashion. As we spoke,
some of the boys would sneak up from behind to hear what Margarete
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was saying. She would suddenly grow quiet, speaking only to shoo
them away before returning her attention to the tape recorder. Notic-
ing that she was contemplating her growing belly, I asked her if she
had wanted to become pregnant.

Margarete: It’s what 1 always wanted, but I thought I was
hysteri . . . that I couldn’t catch a belly. At first I thought it
might be worms, I felt nauseated, I got thin. I thought, maybe
it was weak blood. [When the doctor said I was pregnant} I
didn’t believe him. I started to cry. It’s what I always wanted,
but now that it’s happened . . . at seventeen, because I thought,
street girls younger than me are already pregnant. I was fourteen,
then fifteen, sixteen. I never got pregnant. It didn’t happen until
I was seventeen.

I was born in Casa Amarela, or was it Peixinhos? I don’t
remember, because I never really spoke with my mother, I never
knew who I was. I never asked about my life, how old I was,
who I was, who my family was.

At first I lived with neighbors. My mother left me there. She
only took me out to go get money. Then she would start to
drink. I didn’t call her “Mom” because I didn’t really know her.
I just called her “Hey,” “Hey, lady.”

One day — I was little, about six or seven — I was with my
mother, I think she went into a bar to beg for money. I called
out to her “Hey! I'm hungry.”

“Why don’t you call me ‘Mom’?” she asked.

I just sat there all awkward. She spent the money on alcohol
and she would get food from people in their houses. She fell
down in front of a lady’s house. The lady yelled, “Get that
woman out of here.” I told the lady that my mother was too
heavy for me, so she called the police. The police got my mother
out of the way and they took me to FEBEM. I stayed there till
I was thirteen.

When I first got to FEBEM I started crying, I was afraid of
the girls in there, I thought they were going to do something
to me. But they were good girls, a little like me, and the ladies
there didn’t let anyone pick on you.

One day my mother came to see me. She was drunk, so they
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hid me behind a tree and tricked my mother by telling her that
I wasn’t there, that I was in some nuns’ school. My mother got
into a fight with another girl’s mother and my mother was ar-
rested. Then all the girls started making fun of me.

When I was thirteen and I was new in the street {a novatal,
I ran away [from a shelter} with F4tima. Marcos, they say he’s
nuts, he grabbed me and yelled at me to take off my clothes. I
told him, “No!” He hit me in the forehead and pushed me. I
fell on the ground. He ripped off my clothes and hopped on.
Fitima stood there, telling him to stop, but he didn’t.

At first when I was in the street I slept in a guy’s house where
a bunch of girls would spend the night. He let them sleep there
so0 he could have sex with them. Whoever wouldn’t let him
would have to sleep in the street.

In the beginning, I liked stealing a lot. I thought, this is how
I'm going to change my life. But no, things just got worse. Once
I went out to do quarador. Quarador is like this. In the middle
of the night you steal clothing from the clothesline, from other
people’s yards, in the gardens. One night me, Leila, and two
boys, we were going to Ipsep, but we took the wrong bus, we
were high and we got off in Jorddo Baixo, in thug turf [numa
bocada quente], but we didn’t know where we’d landed. Then Leila
went to knock on someone’s door. I said, “Leila, don’t knock
there. They don’t have any clothing.” She said, “No, I'm just
asking for water.” I said, “Okay.” The boys were down the street
sniffing glue. I said, “Leila, come here, look who’s coming.” It
was seven guys, all with black hoods on their heads and guns in
their hands. It was what you call the death squad, the ones who
kill street children, glue sniffers. They don’t feel sorry for anyone.
They just kill.

They started shooting at us. Leila got shot in the head, the
bullet went in one side and out the other. She was hit by another
one here [she points to her cheek], and it came out her mouth,
and another one hit her in the ear.

She lost a lot of blood. One of the boys was scraped by a
bullet that brushed across his belly and the other boy got away
because he jumped over a fence. I got hit in the arm, here. I
thought I was going to die, croak right there, kick the bucket.
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Children playing in the street. Photo by Daniel Aamot.

Leila fell to the ground and I was afraid because I thought she
was dead. They took us to the Restauracdo [Hospitall. I fainted.
I thought I was dead, but I'd only fainted. Then they took care
of me.

The thing that’s most fun about being in the street is when
there’s a party in the streets. We party right there, in the street.
Even though we’re dirty, we have fun, playing in the street, with
nothing to do. Some people give us these looks, they get scared,
they move away from us. Sometimes I say, “Lady, I'm not going
to rob you,” but they see that it’s a street girl who's talking, so
that’s it, they're scared.

In Boa Viagem there are gringos who like us. They prefer dark
women. They get turned on and pick us up, buy us clothing,
sometimes they give you a banho de loja.

Tobias: A boutique bath?

Margarete: That’s when they dress you up, fix you all up, buy
you shoes. Street girls, who never had those things, call it a banho
de loja.

Tobias: Have you heard about AIDS?
Margarete: AIDS . . . I've heard about it. It’s a disease you get
through syringes and sex. A guy told me that AIDS is the rich
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people’s disease, we don’t get it, only rich folks do. I'm not afraid
of AIDS, but the disease I did get was the “ooze.” Have you
heard of it? It’s this yellow stuff that oozes out from your vagina
and wets your underwear. It’s not just women that get it, men
do too.

[freely associating, she continued] There was a boy named
Bochecha who lost his penis because he had a bottle full of glue
[in his shorts]l. He was hanging onto the back of a bus, and
when the driver put on the brakes, Bochecha fell to the ground
and lost his penis [because it was cut off by the shards of glass].
Afterward, the kids would tell him, “Bochecha, you should give
in to death, you can’t go on living like that. How are you going
to screw a girl?” He said, “No problem, with my finger or my
tongue.” He had been stabbed so many times and he had never
given in to death. But then some nasty guys, one night they
stabbed him and that time they took away his life.

Tobias: Have the police ever beaten you up?

Margarete: Lots of times. They've hit me in the back, in the
belly, in my face, in the leg. Those clubs they carry around, they
use them to hit us. Sometimes when they don’t hit you with the
clubs they hit you in the head with the butt of the revolver, or
with the barrel. There’s a girl who passed out because of that
and because of being kicked. I got kicked in the face once, and
my face hurt a lot. Sometimes the police beat up on pregnant
girls. Sometimes they hit them in the stomach because they don’t
know the girls are pregnant, but sometimes it’s to be evil or
because they just feel like it.

Once with two other girls I went into a store to steal a bag
of underwear. I was caught [by the guard} and he took me up
into a room by the toilec. He grabbed my shirt and hung me
on the wall. He hit me in the stomach. Then he took out a pair
of scissors. I thought he was going to stab me, but instead he
cut my hair, he made a little circle in the middle like the pope
has. Then he threw cold water on me and I got all wet. I went
out into the street crying. The girls didn’t know what to do with
me. They took me to a public bathroom and I washed up.

A long time ago I went to Rio de Janeiro. I was adopted by
a lady, but I didn’t get along there. I fought with the lady’s
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daughter. So the lady said, “Margarete, you can’t stay here if
you're just going to be causing confusion with my daughter.
You'd better go back where you came from.” I fele all bicter
inside, I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t do anything. I liked the
lady’s son and at night I would watch him, wanting to kiss him,
but I was too shy.

Sometimes when I'm in the street I live in fear. I only get a
little high because if you get really high you mess up, you fall
to the ground, and then someone can come along and kill you.
So many glue sniffers have already died in their sleep!

Sometimes they [big kids} are afraid [to do it themselves] so
they send the lictle ones to steal. They used to be minors too,
they already stole in the streets, and they only got sent to FE-
BEM. But now they know that since they aren’t minors any more
they’ll be sent to prison, to Anibal Bruno. They’re afraid to be
sent there so they make the little ones steal for them. If they
don’t do it they get beaten up or they {the big ones] will snag
their loot or stab them, with a knife or with broken glass, so
the little kids get scared and turn over the goods.

I was always lonely, without anyone, alone, a sufferer, with no
one to help me or talk with me. And when someone would come
to help me, to talk with me, to give me advice, I thought the
person was trying to trick me. But my stubbornness, always
trying to boss others around, led me into trouble. That’s why I
got kicked out of the Lar Santa Luzia [a state-run facility for
girls]. I would beat up the girls, yell at the director, acting like
I was bigger than everyone. But I am nothing.
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In an article about research with street children in three Latin Amer-
ican cities, Riccardo Lucchini (1996: 168) warns against “the use of
extracts from testimonies or utterances outside the contexts to which
they are linked, as well as using these extracts in order to ‘prove’ an
assertion or hypothesis.” Anecdotes and carefully selected narratives —
those pernicious tools of anthropologists sometimes used to conflate
the individual and the collectivity — are brashly present in this book.
While hoping to avoid the pitfalls of what Lucchini aptly criticizes as
the opportunistic and decontextualized use of oral testimony, I have
found it meaningless to portray the general without also illustrating
with the specific, even though the specific is, perforce, unique. But
certain problems arise.

Surrendering the tape recorder was part of an effort to allow children
a voice in this study. But that voice has been altered, if not reinvented,
in its metamorphosis from the original utterance, through capture on
audio tape, transcription, and translation from Portuguese to English.
What the children call @ lingua da gente (our tongue) — few know that
what they speak is also called Portuguese — has been expressed here
in standard English. Certain sayings peculiar to the private argot of
Recife’s street children have been translated into readily comprehen-
sible Anglo-American expressions, with the inevitable result that as-
pects of the richness of the children’s orality have been lost. Also
missing in the transcriptions are the myriad facial expressions, ges-
ticulations, laughs, and yawns that frame the meaning of speakers’
words. One researcher of Brazilian street children has even gone so far
as to relegate the orality of her subjects to the status of a ** ‘comple-
mentary’ mechanism of communication,” for, she argues, “life in the
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streets is defined by action, by movement, by gesticulation” more than
by speech (Diégenes 1994: 24).

I risk having Chapter 1 and other portions of this book that rely on
transcriptions from screet children read as my own attempt to pass off
the subjectively chosen text (in this case, the written rendition of what
informants say) as social life itself. The stories of any number of children
other than Edivaldo and Margarete could have been used for Chapter 1.
It is not enough simply to say that Edivaldo and Margarete are key in-
formants; in selecting their stories I have cast them as key figures in con-
veying my own view of what it is like to grow up in the streets of Recife.
It must be acknowledged, as James Clifford (1988: 50) has pointed out,
that “Quotations are always staged by the quoter.”

Somewhat like the painting expected to speak for itself, the tran-
scriptions in Chapter 1 have been left in quite raw form, although I
shall return to them at different points, giving my own interpretation
and making comparisons with the circumstances of other children.
Whereas Chapter 1 revolves around highly personal accounts by two
children of life in the street, this chapter takes a different approach.
It combines the study of street children through participant observa-
tion over the long run with data obtained from the semistructured
questionnaire. Edivaldo and Margarete are at once individual children
with their own life stories and members of a larger collectivity I am
calling street children. This chapter moves the focus from the indi-
vidual to the collectivity.

Pontos e Galeras (Turf and Gangs)

Some of the street children in Recife, like Edivaldo, spend most of
their time alone, but this is rare. Most street children are found in
groups. From 1992 through 1995, there were about seven spots around
the city center where street children would congregate (see Map 1).
But often one would seek out the children in one or several of these
places and find none. All of these locations had quite a different feel
to them.

The Gramado (the lawn), indicated as position 4 on the map, was
the roughest area in the sense that the kids were often aggressively
involved in stealing wallets, purses, and watches. High on glue and
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Map 1. Central Recife and the favorite spots of street children: 1. Praga do Derby; 2.
Praga Maciel Pinheiro; 3. Faculdade de Direito (Law Faculty); 4. O Gramado (“The
Lawn”); 5. A Casa da Cultura; 6. Praca do Carmo; 7. Os Cais do Port (The Wharves).

other drugs much of the time, their attention spans were short. Fights
broke out frequently and were often violent. Although I spent consid-
erable time with the youths from that spot, I found it harder there
than anywhere else in the city to engage them in conversation and
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build up a meaningful relationship. Social service groups generally
avoided the area.’

The children around Maciel Pinheiro (position 2 on the map) tended
to be far more gentle and talkative. Many of the males were gay,
several of them transvestites, but females and straight males repre-
senting a range of ages also frequented the spot. Fights were less
common and generally less violent. Possibly out of courtesy, the chil-
dren tended not to use glue when the street educators were present.
Some of the children, particularly the transvestites, would help the
other children by procuring food from restaurants and sharing it. Even
children who would normally hang out along the Gramado tended to
be far gentler when they came over to Maciel Pinheiro.

The Law Faculty (position 3), the site of the confrontation that
opens this book, was favored by a steady but shifting contingent of
street children. It is across the street from a park and diagonally op-
posite one of the main bus stops in the city center. A large video
parlor is directly across on the south side, and one block further is the
frenetically busy Conde da Boa Vista, a frequent site for petty theft.
There are many restaurants nearby where it is common for the children
to ask for leftover food. The plentiful shops, businesses, and bus stops
in the area mean there is a constant flow of people around the Law
Faculty. Toward the middle of 1993, a group of prepubescent boys
had moved into this area. A police booth staffed day and night was
located on the back side of the grounds, and the young children in
this particular group said they had made friends with the police and
felt protected by their presence.

Street children tend to like to sleep in places where there is activity
at night, especially near an all-night guard, say around a bank or a
department store. Along Conde da Boa Vista and Dantas Barreto, two
of the largest avenues in downtown Recife, there is always activity,
and children can be found sleeping near those vendors who stay out
through the night. Generally they sleep in groups, especially in the
absence of a guard. Sometimes they sleep in focas, hideouts such as
abandoned vehicles or houses.

Quiet, dark places are feared. At the Capim de Cheiro farm, which
is linked to the National Movement of Street Children, I observed
street children peositively terrified at night of the quiet, swaying cane
fields. Even those 18, 19, or 20 years old who had lived in the streets
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for years would not venture away from the house alone at night to
relieve themselves, no matter how urgent the need.

Despite being found in groups, the street children rarely form or-
ganized, stable gangs, though these are common in the favelas. Al-
though they may refer to the group with which they roam and steal
as a galera, the same term used to refer to a type of gang in the favelas,
street children are just as likely to use other terms such as surma (any
sort of group undergoing something together, such as a course) or
patota (a group of malefactors), sometimes shortened to p4. And in any
case, these associations are different from the neighborhood galeras.
Raquel, aged about 16, described her experience of joining a neigh-
borhood galera.

The boss of the galera gets everyone together on a Sunday, he
has a house for them, for us, right? Then he says, “Look, today
is Sunday, this group is going to make a stop in such and such
a place, that group is going to stop there. . . .” The Pré [a galera]
has more than two hundred people. So he says, “I want everyone
who’s here to be here at one o'clock in the morning, not a minute
before, not a minute after.” And you have to be there. If you
don’t show up you die. . . . To get into something like that you
have to be tough, have iron nerves. If you're passing by a house
and he says {she looks at my cassette recorder}, “Go in there and
steal the tape recorder for me,” you have to go in and steal the
tape recorder, because if you don’t, you die. Having a boss is
tough, they don’t want to take any shit.

In the street, there is no sense of formal group membership, as in the
shantytown galeras. There are no rites of entry or penalcies for disas-
sociating oneself from a group. Street children will not cease to remind
you “chiefs are for Indians” (guem tem chefe ¢ indio) and it’s “each one
for himself” (cada um por si).

In the street, boys tend to be highly individualistic. Edivaldo’s ex-
hortations against sharing loot echo an almost Protestant work ethic
in which each individual has the responsibility for securing personal
resources. This also extends to what is given to them. When a group
of street children is offered a snack, pushing, shoving, and grabbing
typically ensue with the quickest ones making off with whatever they
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I roam all over the city. Photo by Isabel Balseiro.

can before others get to it. Often if you ask street children with whom
they roam they will reply, “alone, with God” (sd, com Deus), although
they are normally in the company of their peers. Street life is marked
by both wrenching solitude and intense solidarity.

Tobias: Within this galera, do you guys have a chief?

Eufrdsio {male, about 14}. No, no way, chiefs are for Indians.
No one around here has a chief, because the day that rotten no-
good Walter was with me I pulled out a huge knife right away,
yeah, a two-inch knife! When he came close, I was going to give
him a good slashing. . . . I was going to really kill him, stick it
in with all my hatred, he was giving me shit. . . . But a chief?
No, nobody has a chief. It’s everyone for himself. A chief is the
one who bosses you around, who says, “Go get a cigarette for
me.” No, what I want to do I do for myself — after all, 'm in
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the street! When you're in the street, you do what you want,
you know? No one bosses me around, the one who bosses me
around at home is my mother, my father, my grandmother, pe-
riod. Now in the street, no one tells me what to do. Just God.

Eufrisio’s reference to threatening Walter with a knife related to the
fact that Walter often tried to boss around the other boys. In the
street, the leadership ambitions of individual children are continually
stymied in this fashion, by their peers either individually or in asso-
ciation asserting their resistance to submitting. Despite Eufrisio’s in-
sistence that he would kill Walter “with all his hatred,” the two
continued to roam together in the street. Notwithstanding violent
rivalries within groups of street children, tight bonds of association
are also forged.

Andando e Arrumando Coisas (Roaming and Coming Up
with Things)

Edivaldo had traveled a great deal around the state of Pernambuco and
neatby states, and Margarete had been as far as Rio de Janeiro. Other
street children have never left the metropolitan area of Recife, except
perhaps on an excursion organized by a local agency. A full 84 percent
in the sample of 50 children® were born in the metropolitan area, and
most of the street children said their parents had always lived in the city.
But within the city most have moved around quite a lot. Normally the
first moves are made with their families and most children in my sample
had lived in at least three or four neighborhoods.

On their own, street children move around the city quite a bit.
“When things get hot, we go someplace else,” Come-Lixo explained
to me. “Getting hot” might refer to a wrathful shopkeeper whose
merchandise has been stolen or to other children who have made cred-
ible threats.

Street children can often be seen moving around on the backs of
buses. For most Brazilians, the phrase pegar bigu simply means to catch
a ride. For street children it means to catch a ride on the back bumper
of a bus. Bigx is transportation, but it is also entertainment. As I sat
inside a bus one day fretting over a boy named Germano who was
clutching onto the tailpipe, I offered to pay his fare. He refused, gig-
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An afternoon with Preta the dog.

gling into the wind as the bus swerved from side to side, reaching
ever more perilous speeds.

Possessions are difficult for street children to keep. Sometimes the
children have places where they stash things, such as under a news
kiosk or in an abandoned house, but these are certainly not secure
storage sites. Other people have access to these places too. Money and
other important items can sometimes be entrusted to an adult bene-
factor, for instance to an all-night guard or a street vendor, but this
is by no means an everyday option. Thus when street children wake
up in the morning, they typically possess nothing but a pair of shorts
and a T-shirt.

Between 5 and 15 children slept in the street in the neighborhood
where I lived in Olinda. They would secure food and other basic re-
sources through a variety of means. On one side of my building was
the house of a wealthy woman (position 2 on Map 2). Each morning
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“Out for a ride” (Pegando um biguzinko). Photo by Ivaldo Bezerra.

she would allow three of the street children in for breakfast. They
would push and shove to be at the front of the queue and be among
the lucky ones to enter that day. Those less fortunate did not neces-
sarily miss breakfast. Five or six other households in the neighborhood
offered food in the morning, albeit not with the same regularity. The
lottery ticket shop (position 3) might be convinced to allow one of
the children to wash the windows in exchange for breakfast. Roberta
at the pool supply shop (position 4) particularly liked one of the boys
and invited him to help her at the store in exchange for clothing, food,
some spending money, and even the coveted reward of assistance for
his mother. Sometimes one of the more daring children might fetch
a coconut from one of the tall trees along the beach. Lunch tended to
be more problematic than breakfast since it proved more difficult to
get food from houses, but begging in the street or at restaurants would
often do the trick. Sometimes the educadores from Sobe e Desce would
bring a snack of milk and sweet bread. In extreme circumstances one
might look in the garbage for food, but this tended to result in ridicule
from companions. A large dinner of leftovers could almost always be
had at the restaurant. A waiter would clap his hands and one of the
boys would come running to receive a bag of leftover food, which he
would share with his friends.
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The stationery supply store (position 6) sometimes offered Aloizio,
a budding artist, free paper. Otherwise he would get some chalk and
draw on the walls of houses. The barbershop (position 7) would lend
the children a checkerboard. The owner of the lumberyard (position
8) once took a street boy home, allowing him to sleep in his own
children’s bedroom, and gave the boy work at the lumberyard. In time
the boy ran off, however.

The boys would watch over cars at the restaurant. The guard at the car
wash (position 9) allowed some of the children to sleep in an abandoned
car at the establishment. The gas station (position 10) had a toilet the
children would use when no one was looking. Sometimes, in the wee
hours, they would jump the fence at the hotel (position 11) and take a
dip in the pool. Along the beach the children would play in the water,
fy kites, and even rent canoes when they were particularly flush.

Although this particular area was the center of activity for the chil-
dren, they shifted around, sleeping in different places as far as four or
five kilometers away — for a time in an abandoned minivan, then in
an abandoned house, under the awnings of a bank, outside the Bom
Preco supermarket, even next to a beachside bar so they could watch
television. Their main soutce of liquid income came from selling stolen
goods. The loot had usually been procured in other neighborhoods —
“never on my turf,” as Come-Lixo explained. In forays called madrugas
(a mispronunciation of madrugads, meaning dawn, and a reference to
what they would do in the early hours), they would break into houses
in the middle of the night to steal a variety of goods.

Come-Lixo: At night we wake up, have some coffee . .. and
wait to pull a madruga. When it’s madruga we wake up and climb
around the houses to enter through the window and take every-
thing — {with great excitement} televisions, record players, video
games, and everything! And that’s how it goes: bicycles, cloth-
ing, basketball shoes, whatever turns up goes with us.

These goods would quickly be sold to fences in an Olinda slum. The
proceeds from such forays were sufficient to buy a nearly constant supply
of drugs, with cash left over for candy, fizzy drinks, and video games.
Street children engage in a multiplicity of income-generating activi-
ties. The activities most frequently cited in the survey were begging,

SI



At Home in the Street

stealing, and taking care of parked cars, or washing windshields. Yet
many of those who said that they had begged also made such remarks as,
“But no one gives me any money so I have to steal.” And most of the older
children who said they had taken care of cars claimed to have done so only
when younger. Although many resources can be obtained in kind, the
principal method of earning money in the street is stealing. Prostitution
is an important element of the income of some of the youths (both male
and female), and the very young children, those under about 10 years of
age, can earn a small amount of income through begging.

Age and success at begging are, not surprisingly, inversely related.
As children become physically larger, less “cute” and more “threat-
ening,” sympathy for them diminishes. On the other hand, as the kids
get older they become physically stronger and more daring, which
facilitates self-defense and enhances their skills at snatching wallets,
watches, and purses.

It was extremely difficult to obtain information on how much
money the children earned. The survey contained the questions, “How
much do you earn in a day?” and “And on a good day?"’ But, inflation
of 30 percent per month made it senseless to ask the question of those
at shelters who had left the street at some difficult-to-determine point
in the past. Even among the children on the street it proved difficult
to get precise figures. Like Edivaldo, who boasted of being able to
steal more than 10 watches a day, a few of the children can come up
with what, by the standards of poor people in Brazil, are large quan-
tities of money, say the minimum monthly salary after just a couple
of particularly fruitful days. Other street children, especially the ones
who do not steal or who steal only infrequently, collect only small
amounts of money, perhaps a couple of dollars per week.

Clothing is easy to come by on clotheslines, but this is by no means
the only way to get it. A neighbor named Hozana, a retired school-
teacher, invited two street children and me for breakfast one day. Our
hostess asked one of the boys about some nice clothing she had seen
him wearing once.

Hozana: Germano, do you remember one Sunday when you
were here, you were taking a bath? You had on some beautiful
new shorts and a striped shirt. Were those {taken] from a clothes-
line?
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“Chiefs are for Indians” (Quem tem chefe ¢ indio). Photo by Daniel Aamot.

Germano: No, a man bought that clothing for me, a man who
was going to take me to Natal.

Hozana: And where’s that clothing now?

Gilson {the other boyl: He throws it away when it gets dirty.

Tobias: Then you have to get more clothing later?

Germano: Yes, but there are other people around to give you
clothing. We have a bunch of freguesas who take care of us.

Hozana: {incredulous} Freguesas?

Germano: Yes. Just yesterday I “won” a bag of clothing and
today I'm going to “win” another.

For most Brazilians, freguéses (freguesas, in the feminine, as referred to
above) are regular clients. For instance, a butcher will refer to his
steady customers as freguéses.> But among street children the term is
used to refer to people who help them out regularly, particularly by
providing a free meal. The resources to be had from freguéses are always
available, although one must be esperto, or cunning, as well as persist-

ent, to extract them.

Aside from individual freguéses, the children have two other sources
of free food: institutions and restaurants. A number of organizations
in Recife provide meals, though most of them only erratically. The
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girls might look for meals during weekdays at one of two institutions:
the Casa de Passagem and the FUNDAC (government) project called
first Projeto Renascer then later CAE (Center for Reception and Re-
ferral). Some of the boys go to another FUNDAC project in Abreu e
Lima, just outside Recife, where they are given vocational training as
well as meals. Ruas e Pracas used to offer snacks, but eventually de-
sisted, complaining that the street children came to expect food as
just another paternalistic handout. Different religious groups, partic-
ularly the Spiritists, would from time to time give out free food and
clothing. Restaurants and bars are a vital source of food for most of
the children. Many establishments give the children lefrovers. But
street children by no means live outside the cash economy. As Edivaldo
and Come-Lixo point out, they obtain money and buy food. When I
visited the shelter with the two researchers I was helping to conduct
interviews with street children, they were amazed at the enormous
plates of food the kids were gobbling up. When one of the researchers
commented on this, a boy interjected, “This is nothing compared with
what we ate in the street.”

Such comments obscure the fact that street children do experience
hunger at times. But most street children are probably better nour-
ished than their siblings at home. Although proving such an asser-
tion was beyond the scope of my research, a careful examination of
this issue in relation to children in Nepal was carried out by a team
of biological and social anthropologists from the University of Dur-
ham. One hundred eleven homeless children in Kathmandu evi-
denced slightly less stunting and a slightly lower incidence of
weight deficiency than 62 squatter children and 52 village children
(Panter-Brick, Todd, and Baker 1996). Similarly, a study of street
and working children in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, found that while
impoverished children working in city markets were more likely to
eat regular meals than truly abandoned street children, “second- and
third-degree malnutrition has so far been found only among the
market children; no such cases have yet been seen among the chil-
dren ‘of’ the street” (Wright, Wittig, and Kaminsky 1993: 88). In
any case, in informal conversations, street children tended to affirm
that they ate better in the streec. An exchange with one boy about
the comparative benefits of eating at home or in the street went as
follows:
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Tobias: How are you finding it being in the street?

Jodo: On the one hand it’s better because I eat. I eat, I fill my
belly, and there’s still some left over, but not at home. At home
I even gobble up the plate.

Gender, Age, and Race

As illustrated by the natratives of Edivaldo and Margarete, the expe-
rience of living in the street differs in important ways for boys and
for girls. Although neither narrative can summarize the diversity of
experiences for either gender, the very starkness of the differences be-
tween their lives serves to highlight certain gendered ideas about street
life. When they explain their genesis as street children, girls and boys
often tell markedly different stories. When asked why they have left
home, the girls frequently cite sexual abuse. Camilla was one of the
few street children who disliked the tape recorder, but I spent many
afternoons hanging out with her. She told of how her stepfather had
tried to rape her. Her mother, whose protection she sought, sided with
the stepfather. The sexual aggression of Camilla’s stepfather, coupled
with her mother’s devastating refusal to help, compelled Camilla to
leave home at the age of 17.

Edivaldo highlights how leaving home was, on the one hand, a
response to abuse from his stepfather and, on the other, a reflection of
his patent fascination with life in the streec. Upon meeting street
children, adults often ask them why they are in the street; boys will
typically respond to the blunt question with an equally blunt answer:
they say they left because they felt like it (porque en quis).

Airton {male, aged about 17} A lot of people who live in the
street blame their mothers and fathers, but that’s not it. I'm in
the street because I want to be. I left home because I felt like
it. No one made me leave.

Over time boys typically reveal other factors such as beatings, fear of
the favelas, or a sense of rejection or simply boredom at home. What
they are least likely to cite, at least initially, is maternal rejection. In
certain instances, I knew of boys whose mothers refused to have them
at home. Yet when I would ask the boys why they were in the street,
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An afternoon nap on a busy sidewalk.

they would insist they were there because they “felt like it.” In ex-
plaining their status, boys like Edivaldo often highlight their own
defiant initiative, whereas girls (perhaps more honestly) are more likely
to refer to their ill-treatment at home.

Some of the groups of street children around the city are age- and
gender-based. For example, one group behind the Law Faculty con-
sisted exclusively of boys ranging in age from about 9 to 15. An
afternoon conversation with the boys at this spot in the company of a
street educator named Jocimar revealed much about their feelings on
gender and authority in the street.

Tobias: In your group, are there girls?
Edi: The people we roam with?
Tobias: Yes.

Edi: Only boys.
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Tobias: And if a girl wanted to join you, would you guys
accept?

Another boy: I'd accept.

Edi: I wouldn’t.

Tobias: Why not?

Yer another boy: Because he’s a faggot [frangol.

Edi: I am not! You're the faggot!

Tobias: Why wouldn’t you accept?

Edi: 1 don’t know.

Jocimar {to a boy called Carioca}: And would you accept?

Carioca: Of course I would. To do it.

Jocimar: Do what?

Carioca: It!

Jocimar: What’s “it”?

Carioca: It!

Jocimar: What kind of “it”?

Carioca: Business!

Jocimar: What kind of business?

Carioca: Man, grab her and fuck her.

Jocimar: Oh yeah?

Carioca [laughing}: Yeah, stick it in her twat.

Jocimar: Is that what girls are for?

Carioca: Yeah, stick it in and ciao!

Jocimar: How crazy!

Edi: Ask me questions!

Tobias: Does one of you tell the others what to do?

Edi: No, it’s each one for himself.

Some of the smaller boys were apparently prepared to consider roaming
with girls, although others believed it was not appropriate, citing
possible threats to their sexuality. In other words, being with girls
would jeopardize their sense of boyhood by being in some way a ho-
mosexual and (to their understanding) less male thing to do. On the
other hand, Carioca, who was just reaching puberty, saw roaming with
girls as desirable because of the possibility of confirming his male
identity by being able to “stick it in.”

The affirmation at the end of the dialogue, that no one tells anyone
else what to do, was followed by a discussion of abuse at the hands of
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older and larger cheira-colas, or glue sniffers. Although there was ar-
gument over how a gender-integrated group would in different ways
be both undesirable and advantageous, there was broad consensus
against roaming with the bigger youths, who would steal from them
and boss them around. But whereas these boys, like many other young
children in the street, were deeply afraid of the older and stronger
youths, the latter (particularly those who could be arrested as adults)
tended to be interested in befriending younger children who could
steal for them. Sometimes the older children, as Margarete explains in
Chapter 1, coerce the little ones into such relationships, threatening
them physically if they do not cooperate. At other times, a small child
will seek the protection of a big one.

Gender divisions, from the perspectives of girls, are sometimes
marked by two stances, both based on physical and sexual vulnerabil-
ities. Some girls will avoid being with boys, in this way eluding the
boys’ likely attempts at subordinating them (sexually and otherwise),
while forming close bonds with one another. At other times, gitls
explain that they seek to be with boys for protection. Camilla ex-
plained to me, “I'm ashamed to beg and I don’t know how to steal.
That’s why I'm with Tadeu.” She put up with extensive beatings from
her boyfriend while he was her only source of income. As another girl
told me in no uncertain terms, “If you don’t have a boyfriend, all the
other boys want to hop on.” But boyfriends are seen as far more than
a source of protection. When street girls draw pictures, they tend to
include their boyfriends in them. Those who do not know how to
write will ask someone to decorate their drawings with a message
about their latest flame, such as “Katia and Chefe love each other.”
The girls often talk about their partners with great passion and make
considerable sacrifices for them. For example, a 15-year-old named
Renata explained that she preferred to prostitute herself than have her
boyfriend steal. We were speaking at a drop-in center.

Tobias: Patricio is your namorado [boyfriend], right?

Renata: He's my macho {my man). Namorads! Has anyone ever
seen a woman in the street with a namorado?

Paula {a street educator): Do you have sex only with him?

Renata: With him, and with the Chinese, with johns who've
got the money, real money! I won’t do it for cheap.
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Erica [another street educatorl: Does he know about this?

Renata: He knows.

Paula: He doesn’t get on your case? He doesn’t do anything?

Renata: 1 split the money with him.

Paula: And the money he comes up with, does he share it
with you?

[Renata nods her head.}

Erica: And how does he come up with money?

Renata: Ah, well, only when he. . .. He doesn’t steal now. I
prefer to give him money than have him steal in the street.

For boys there are two contradictory stances on having girlfriends. On
the one hand having a girlfriend can be a matter of prestige for the
adolescent boys; on the other, there are those who claim the girls just
want to live off them. Immediately after we talked with Renata, Pa-
tricio spoke with us.

Erica: When Renata is in the street, how does she live?

Parricio: She goes home every day. She goes home at three or
four o’clock, she eats there, sleeps there. Her friends at the
brothel give her money. They like her.

Erica: And the girls don’t receive anything in return? Does
she give something in return?

Patricio: The girls there, from the zona {red light district], at
the brothel, they know her, they like her. Sometimes they just
give her money.

Erica: After she started going out with you, did she stop going
to the brothel?

[Patricio does not answer.}

Erica: What if she wanted to go?

Patricio: 1 wouldn’t let her, of course.

Erica: And if she were to have sex with another person?

Patricio: Then, she’d have to stay with him and I'd take care
of myself [v6 me vird sél, like I used to do.

Erica: What if she were to have a child?

Patricio: Only if it were for a baby. If she were supporting her
baby, it would be alright.
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Thus, whereas Renata says she is supporting Patricio through prosti-
tution, he presents himself as a sort of street patriarch, reassuring the
female street educators that Renata goes home every day and that he
would forbid his girlfriend to prostitute herself. He suggests the un-
likely scenario that the girls at a brothel give her money because they
like her, and he proudly affirms that he would refuse to allow her to
have sex with other men, unless she were doing it to support her baby.

Young homeless males who dress like women, only a handful in the
city, tend to congregate among themselves and with girls. The ulti-
mate outcasts, not only growing up outside the home but from a
young age defiantly referring to themselves as females, transvestites
speak of being at once rejected and sexually exploited by adolescent
males.

Marcela {aged abour 17} [What we want is} a Foundation
Queer Queer {Fundagio Veado-Veado], also known as Defense
for Street Queers, you understand? To have a house for trans-
vestites, homosexuals who live in the street, that at the same
time would be a defense, because, I say, what good is it for you
[referring to some boys in the group who consider themselves
heterosexual} to call me over to have sex today when tomorrow
you hit me, reject me? No, it doesn’t get us anywhere, my friend.

Like the street girls, with whom they closely identify, transvestites
sometimes cite sexual abuse from a man at home as the reason for
their being in the street.

Tobias: What was it that prompted you to go and live in the
street?

Marcela: It was because of my stepfather, who wanted to have
sex with me. I never wanted to, he hit me. When I came to the
street I learned how to fight, to cut — I got cut in the face ~ I
cut other people too, then I started to fight. When I went home,
[my stepfather tried it again] and I grabbed my mother’s knife
and stuck it in his ribs.

Tobias: This happened when you were seven?
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Marcela: Seven years old.

Tobias: Is your mother with him still?

Marcela: Yes, she’s still with him. She says he’s the only person
who can feed her.

Like most people in Recife, the street children are typically of mixed
race, though some have very black features and some rather white.
Race is often incorporated into nicknames. For instance a small, dark-
skinned boy may be called Neguinho, a big one Negdo, and one with
light-colored hair is likely to be known as Galego (literally, Galician).
They ate apt to view lighter skin and hair as favorable characteristics;
one particularly dark-skinned youth told of using a “special” lotion to
lighten his hair.

Beto: How many years ago did you start to rob?

Z¢ Pretinho: Since 1 was nine.* The first time when I started
to steal was in Bom Preco [a supermarket}. My first arresc was
at Bom Preco. I “won” something when I was going out of Bom
Preco, the police caught me and stuck me inside the “lictle cock-
roach” {a police vehicle]} and took me to the courthouse.

Beto: What kind of thing was it {you stole}?

Z¢ Pretinbo: It was Johnson’s Oil, that stuff you rub in your
hair to make it lighter. We use it at the beach.

Another boy asked me with apparent frustration why his hair was so
kinky. Others simply told me they thought that white people were
“prettier.” The street children, however, by no means associate or dis-
associate with their peers for reasons of race; a gamut of skin colors
can typically be found in any group of street children, although chil-
dren who are very light-skinned, and hence likely to be middle-class,
are rarely found on the street.

Ficando Doido (Getting High)

Most of the children who have spent more than a few months on the
street have used drugs. Glue and marijuana, the drugs used most fre-
quently, are both readily available at accessible prices, glue being the
cheaper. Although children are frequently refused glue in hardware

61



At Home in the Street

stores, traffickers purchase large quantities and resell it to the children
for a profit. Sufficient glue to fill a small bottle costs the equivalent
of a dollar or two and lasts several days. Of 26 children in the survey
living in the street at the time of the interview, 14 (54%) said they
currently used glue.

Many kids who have spent a long time on the street experiment
with different kinds of “prescription only” medicines. The most fre-
quently used ones are Rohypnol and Artane. Of 49 children ques-
tioned, 77 percent (33) had used Rohypnol; of 47 children, 64 percent
(30) had used Artane.> Rohypnol (flunitrazepam) is a sedative. Artane
(Trihexyphenidyl), a synthetic antispasmodic meant for people with
Parkinson’s disease, has a euphoric effect.

In the literature about street children, the use of glue is explained
as an attempt to ward off hunger and cold. For example, the caption
to a photograph in an article published in World Health reads, “Glue
sniffing in Colombia: A negative and destructive way of forgetting the
pangs of hunger” (Rialp 1991: 9). Even in Recife, adults frequently
say hunger and cold are the reasons street children sniff glue. Yet in
my survey only 1 of 26 current users cited hunger and only 1 cited
the cold when asked about their motivations for using glue. The an-
swer given most frequently was something to the effect of ex gosto, or
“I like it.”

In my first radio workshop one boy asked another not whether glue
diminished his hunger, but whether it increased it. The reply was yes.
Many other children told me the same thing. Edivaldo explained that
sniffing glue on an empty stomach was unhealthy, and I often observed
children sniffing glue after eating. I therefore decided to include in
the survey the question, “Does glue diminish or increase your hun-
ger?”

Only a minority (38%) said sniffing glue diminished their hunger,
but most of these were adamant about it. On the other hand, one-
third said it actually increased their appetite; another 21 percent said
it both decreased and increased their appetite — that is, while they
were sniffing glue they felt less hungry, but once the high was over
(quando passou a lombra) they felt a strong urge to eat. Others (8%) said
that glue did not affect their appetite in any way, though it might do
other things such as make them thirsty. The replies to this question
seem to suggest that the relationship of glue to hunger varies dra-
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Table 1. Anthropological Interviews: Drug Use among Street Children

Questions and responses Number

Why do you/did you sniff glue? (Porque vocé cheivalcheirava
cla?y

To diminish hunger 1
To diminish cold 1
I like it (e gosto) 11
I got hooked (figue viciado) 7
Gives me courage to steal (me di coragem pra roubar) 3
Other reasons 9
Does glue take away your hunger or make you feel more
hungry? (A cola tira a fome ou di fome?y
Diminishes hunger (tira a fome) 15
Increases hunger (dé fome) 13
Diminishes and increases hunger 8
Other 3
Do you/did you spend more money on drugs or food? (Vocé
gastalgastava mais dinbeiro nas drogas ou na comida?)*
On drugs 24
On food 19
Other 3

°N = 27 street children curtently using glue. Responses add up to more than
27 because some children cited more than one reason. Question posed in an
open-ended fashion.

*N = 39 children who currently use or have used glue and who responded to
the question. Question posed in an open-ended fashion.

‘N = 46 street children who currently use drugs or have used them in the
past.

matically from one user to another. Although I did not include a
question about the relationship between marijuana and hunger, those
children who touched on the subject were unanimous in saying that
smoking marijuana made them voraciously hungry (dd wma fome can-
ina!). It is also interesting to note that when asked whether they spent
more money on drugs or on food, 52 percent said they spent more on
drugs.
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To suggest that street children sniff glue principally to ward off
hunger and cold makes little sense in light of the way the kids them-
selves speak about drugs and the lengths they go to get them. More-
over, this approach ignores the possibility of initiative on the part of
street children, who are portrayed as hapless victims rather than as
people making a choice, albeit a choice with life-threatening conse-
quences.

The kids in this sample, like Edivaldo, are aware that inhaling glue
has detrimental effects on one’s health. A full 95 percent replied in
the affirmative to the question, “Does sniffing glue cause any ill-
nesses?” When asked to name the illnesses, the children mentioned
nearly everything from swelling of the head to diabetes, from wasting
to kidney damage.® Sixty-eight percent of the children named at least
one condition they believed was provoked by the substance.

Twenty-one kids who had formerly used glue were asked what had
motivated them to quit. The answers varied to the extent that it was
not always easy to classify them, but most fell into the categories of
“sniffing glue doesn’t get you anywhere” (7), health problems (s), and
“I don’t like it any more” (5). Of those who had quit, about half
(52%) said it was difficult to quit; the other half said it was not.

Families, Institutions, Literacy, and the Perils of Being a Street Child

Like Margarete and Edivaldo, the children in my sample had lived in
different settings: not just with their biological mother and in the
street, but with an aunt, a grandmother, a neighbor, a godmother, or
a stranger they met in the street, or in one or several institutions. Of
the 46 children asked whether they had lived with someone not related
to them, 37 (80%) answered in the affirmative. Of the 50 respondents,
39 (78%) had been to at least one live-in institution. Considering only
those 34 children who were somewhere other than at an institution at
the time of the interview, 23 (67%) had been to at least one insti-
tution.

Typically, those children who lived in the street at the time of the
interview but had been to an institution in the past said they had
liked the place. In all, 19 of the 23 (83%) said they had liked at least
one shelter. When asked why they had left, the children provided
diverse answers. Sometimes they had turned 18 and were forced to
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leave, sometimes their mother had fetched them. But of those who
left of their own accord, most stated that they did so because “I felt
like it” (porque eu quis) while a number cited poor food, fights with
other children, or restrictions, such as not being able to smoke or
having to take a bath (see Chapter 7 for an elaboration on this subject).

A few street children read and write quite well, but this is rare.
Only 16 percent of those in the sample had gone beyond the fourth
year in school. Most of Recife’s street children are illiterate or know
only how to write their names or read a few basic words.

All of the 48 children in the sample who were asked whether they
had siblings replied yes to the question. A total of 29 (60%) had four
or more. Yet 67 percent said that none of their siblings had ever lived
in the street. In other words, typically the child in the street is the
sole child from the family living in that sictuation. Only a single child
said that more than one of his siblings had ever lived in the street.

Others have pointed out (e.g., Kendall 1975; Felsman 1982; Swart
1988) that children who sleep in the street in different cities around
the world are not necessarily cut off from their families. Many street
children in Recife bring home money to their mothers. But, as will
also be discussed in Chapter 4, many street children use the resources
they secure mainly for themselves and many have only tenuous links
with their families or no links at all. Of those in the sample, only 32
percent said that they had been home over the past week, while 23
percent said they had gone home only between a month and a year
ago; a further 17 percent said it was more than a year since they had
returned. The amount of time elapsed since the last visit home in-
creases with age, with some of those 13, 14, or older not having been
home in years.

The relationships of the children to their mothers varied dramati-
cally. There are mothers like Edivaldo’s who comb the streets looking
for their children whom they cannot persuade to stay at home. The
mother of one youth explained to me how there was almost nothing
she could do to convince her son to come home, try as she did.

Dona Beatrice: {Alejado] left home when he was eleven. He
used to shine shoes in Boa Viagem. Sometimes he came back at
night, sometimes he didn’t, and I would go out to look for him.
Sometimes I found him, sometimes I didn’t. He got together
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Table 2. Anthropological Interviews: Last Time at Home

Questions and responses Number

When was the last time you were at home? (Quando foi a #ltima
vez que voct esteve em casa?y’

In the past week 15
Between 1 week and 1 month ago 6
Between 1 month and 1 year ago 11
More than 1 year ago 8
Impossible to determine 6

“*N = 46 children who responded to the question.

with some of his friends and started sleeping in the street. Now
he stays in the center of the city. In December it’ll be a year
since he set foot in the house. I always look for him whenever 1
come into the city, but it’s been a month since I last saw him.
I talk with him to see if he wants to come home, but he says,
“We'll talk about that later, I'll take care of it later.” Time goes
by, he gets older, and that’s how it is. . .. He just wants to be
with his colegas [peers} in the street.

Alejado’s mother was clearly distressed about his not coming home,
and when the youth was eventually imprisoned not long after turning
18, she faithfully visited him in jail, bringing him food and other
necessities. On the other hand, some children have no family what-
soever to return to. One such child was Bia. When she was seven, her
mother, a prostitute, died. Bia had an older sister, also a prostitute,
but the sister lived precariously herself, in brothels, and introduced
Bia to prostitution at a very young age. One young boy told me with
great embarrassment how his mother had sold him to a couple who
subsequently abandoned him.

Lucas: 1 was in S3o Paulo in the street, sleeping on the side-
walks on a bunch of paper. One day my mother sold me to a
couple for a thousand cruzeiros — which [because of inflation}
isn’t worth anything any more. They brought me here [to Re-
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cife]l. Then the woman, the one who adopted me, brought me
here {to Desafio Jovem, for street children}.

Street girls tend to get pregnant. Recall Margarete’s surprise at not
getting pregnant until the age of 17. Of the 12 females in my sample,
9 had been pregnant in the past or were pregnant at the time of the
interview. The remaining 3 were among the youngest in the sample:
2 were only 14 years old, 1 was 15. By the time I returned to the
field in 1995, the 15-year-old, by then only 17, was pregnant for the
third time. I was unable to locate the girls who had been 14 during
the survey. Street girls typically forgo any prenatal care and are apt to
continue sniffing glue and using other drugs while pregnant. Beatings
from the police and other children make them susceptible to miscar-
riages. They are likely to be suffering from a sexually transmitted
disease. Some girls terminate their pregnancies by taking large doses
of Citrotex, a prescription drug intended for ulcers that has strong
side effects. Another method involves getting very high and standing
against a wall as a friend gives a forceful kick in the belly.

When babies are born to street children, sometimes a relative will
take in the infant. But more frequently the mothers keep their babies
with them in the streets until caught by the police, who take the
infants to the state institution, the Casa de Carolina. A few girls man-
age to hold onto their babies. For example, Afra, who had lost most
of her front teeth in fights with her boyfriend, had managed to keep
her baby for two and a half years when I met the twosome. Somehow,
the toddler had not only stayed alive but appeared quite healthy.

The ability of children to survive in the streets and to find moments
of joy, despite the odds stacked so heavily against them, is testament
to their resilient spirit. But it is difficult to be sanguine about the
futures of individual street children in Northeast Brazil. Violence in
the street ends the lives of many children. Falling off the backs of
buses and other sorts of traffic accidents have killed and maimed
countless children. Those who do manage, somehow, to grow older
often find themselves taken to adult jails rather than to FEBEM. As
adules, they can find themselves spending months or years in the
dreaded Anibal Bruno prison for an act of petty theft. Others end up
in Tamarineira, Recife’s mental hospital. A few become adult street
people, and a few settle into cardboard shacks in the favelas, trying
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“The person I love most in the world is the baby in my belly.”

their best to blend in with the domiciled, wretched poor. Although I
know of only one street child in Recife who was tested and found
positive for HIV, it is difficult to imagine that a large proportion are
not seropositive or will not become so. Nearly all the street children
are sexually active from an early age, some intensively so through
prostitution. Few even experiment with condoms. A small minority
use injectable drugs, sharing needles in the process. Sexually trans-
mitted diseases such as syphilis, for which the risk factors are similar
to those for HIV, are common. Indeed the mortality rate and the
bleakness into which children who spend several years on the street
tend to sink give one the sense of seeing the children at the end of
their lives, not the beginning.

I met a minute, barely pubescent 15-year-old at FEBEM named
Eliane who still sucked her thumb. I later ran into her in the street
and over time I got to know her. She told me how she had been
picking up johns for a couple of years and had recently held up some-
one at gunpoint. I asked her what she would do if she found a box
full of money.
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Eliane. 1 would spend it on my mother. I would buy her
clothing, shoes, food, I'd do the shopping, lots of shopping. I'd
buy yogurt to put in the refrigerator. I'd buy a bunch of presents
for my mother and a huge house so that when I die she will
remember me.
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“HOME CHILDREN”: NURTURED
CHILDHOOD AND NURTURING
CHILDHOOD

The culture of childhood shares many of the attributes of primitive
cultures. It is handed down by word of mouth, it includes many rituals
and magical formulas whose original meanings have been lost, it is
hidebound and resistant to alien influence and to change.

(Stone and Church 1973: 354)

There is nothing natural or inevitable about childhood. Childhood is
culturally defined and created; it, too, is a matter of human choice.
(Nandy 1992: 56)

We are faced with two competing ways of viewing childhood. On the
one hand, childhood is seen as a sort of unchanging, universal social
order experienced in a similar fashion by children around the world
and over time. On the other hand, social anthropologists, historians,
and others have increasingly come to accept that childhood is socially
constructed and hence variable according to the context in which it is
lived. This chapter considers, first, competing ways of viewing child-
hood and children. It then presents an ethnographic account of what
I argue are the two dominant ways of experiencing childhood in
Northeast Brazil: nurtured childhood and nurturing childhood, as I
call them.

The British journalist Anthony Swift wrote a booklet for UNICEF
entitled Brazil: The Fight for Childhood in the City (1991a). In it one
reads not about the struggles of millions of children in the fzvelas and
rural settlements across Brazil, but about the plight of the compara-
tively tiny number living in the street. Thus the booklet’s title jux-
taposed with its contents might lead one to draw two conclusions.
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First, childhood is a thing that one can have or, if terribly unlucky,
not have. Second, street children lack this thing called childhood. The
reader is left wondering whether those stunted children in the coun-
tryside with worm-infested bellies have attained childhood while those
in the streets remain excluded.

As the title of Swift’s publication might suggest, childhood is fre-
quently seen to possess readily defined, self-evident characteristics. If
children live particular experiences, they are said to have a childhood.
But rarely are these characteristics or experiences defined. Because
childhood is seen as universal, though intangible and evanescent, it
defies description and becomes readily apparent only in its absence. In
her masterful study of British media images of children, Patricia Hol-
land (1992: 148) observed that “Without the image of the unhappy
child, our contemporary concept of childhood would be incomplete.”
She suggests that images of abused children, famine-stricken children,
and children in other situations of great suffering solidify adult notions
of childhood as an inherently weak, helpless, and dependent status.
Although not disagreeing with Holland’s point that victimized chil-
dren highlight many First World assumptions about the nature of
childhood, I would argue that such children are also presented as the
obverse of childhood itself. And through persistent suggestions that
children in seemingly unnatural circumstances — living or simply
working in the street, for example — have been robbed of their child-
hood, light is shed on just what is meant by “childhood.” The dust
cover of a book about working children in Colombia, written wich
support from UNICEF, reads:

At the age when life should be dedicated exclusively to tender-
ness, study and play, countless little people, like those in this
book who tell their sad rtales, are forced into arduous conditions
of exploitation. They, who for the simple fact of being children
deserve the best life has to offer, must compensate for the irre-
sponsibility of adults and help their parents to survive. (Mufioz
and Palacios 1980)

The contrast between the role of children as depicted by the reviewer
and the way the children in the book describe their own lives is strik-
ing. For instance, one child states: “I believe all children should work
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and help their mother . . . if they need rice, then the kids have to help
her to get it” (46). Another says, “children should not be given
[money} because they are given food. Everyone has to learn in order
to get by in life later” (49—s0). Rather than focusing on the “irre-
sponsibility of adules,” the children speak of their own need to take
responsibility, principally by helping their mothers and acting from
an early stage to “learn to get by in life.” By alleging that they lack
childhood itself, the reviewer reduces the children to that lifeless state
of victimhood in which attention is turned inevitably back to the
behavior of adults. It is adults who victimize the children and it is
adults who must also redeem them.

In “Childhood and the Policy Makers: A Comparative Perspective
on the Globalization of Childhood,” Jo Boyden (1990: 186) argues
that international organizations are guided by a vision of a “safe, happy
and protected childhood,” one in which children neither work nor
suffer, where they are free of hardship and pain. She suggests that the
monolithic character of the model is expressed in UNICEF’s discourse
on the “world’s children”; and this model, though globalized in the
minds of social planners, is “culturally and historically bound to the
social preoccupations and priorities of the capitalist countries of Europe
and the United States” (186). Although not disagreeing with Boyden’s
assessment of the origins of this image, I believe the image is also
widespread among the economically powerful upper strata of Latin
American society, as I shall argue further on in this chapter with
reference to the case of Northeast Brazil.

The idea that the world of childhood can be lost is common in
Brazilian media reports about exploited children. For instance, an ar-
ticle on child prostitution in the weekly Veje was entitled “Em busca
da infincia perdida” (In search of lost childhood) (Pereira 1994).
Clearly what has been “stolen” or “lost” is not the biological devel-
opment from infancy to adulthood, but rather the conditions germane
to a particular type of childhood, in this case one that takes place at
home — not in a brothel — and one free of sexual exploitation.

The sociologist José de Souza Martins (1993 {1991]) assembled a
collection of articles by fellow Brazilian academics entitled O massacre
dos inocentes (The massacre of the innocents). The book offers a view
into the life of poor youths in a variety of settings: in rural land
struggles, interned in urban institutions, working both in cities and
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in the context of agro-industry, and struggling to survive as members
of a culturally ravaged indigenous group. One can discern through the
essays in this collection the challenges of growing up poor in Brazil.
But while the book makes evident that there are many ways of being
a child in Brazil, there is a countervailing tendency to speak of what
Martins calls in the introduction the “suppression” of childhood, the
idea being that when children are exposed to the brutality of social
relations in the Third World, they are excluded from childhood itself
(9). Indeed, the subtitle of this collection, A crianga sem infancia no
Brasil (Children without a childhood in Brazil), encapsulates the no-
tion that childhood is both distinct from physical immaturity and
something one can be deprived of. In one of the volume’s essays, Cam-
pos (1993 [1991]) examines children who work and children who grow
up away from their mothers and concludes that for many poor children
in Brazil there is no separation between “work and childhood.” As a
result, these children are “unable to live fully their childhood” (151).
Alchough the volume does not define what childhood positively is,
the implicit suggestion is that childhood can be seen as what is left
over when children do not work, when they are not exploited or in-
stitutionalized. When all those things that can go wrong are excluded,
one is left with the notion that childhood is a time of innocence, joy,
and dependence mediated by the institutions of family and school. In
discussing child abuse campaigns in Britain, Jenny Kitzinger (1990:
158) has made the point that childhood is frequently defined not “by
age but by some set of qualities or experiences which are incompatible
with being assaulted. The images of unhappy and frightened children
(usually white) represent, not individuals, but a concept.”

Another vision of childhood, encapsulated in the quotation by Ashis
Nandy heading this chapter, suggests that this concept is not merely
the absence of suffering, exploitation, war, and famine in early life. In
its purest expression, the argument is that childhood is not only elastic
and variable around the world, but a recent European creation. In
Centauries of Childbood, Philippe Aries (1973 {1960]) posits that the idea
of childhood did not exist in medieval Europe. Through the study of
medieval icons he argues that children beyond the stage of infancy
were depicted only as small adults. He portrays childhood as a more

73



At Home in the Street

recent invention that took shape between the fifteenth and eighteenth
centuries.” Although others have refuted Ariés’s methods and conclu-
sions (e.g., deMause 1974; La Fontaine 1986), the growing consensus
among sociologists, historians, and others is that childhood, as distinct
from biological immaturity, is socially constructed (James and Prout
1990; Thorne 1993). In a recent reassessment of Aries’s thesis, the
sociologist Chris Jenks (1996: 66) writes, “critiques of Ariés have
rarely succeeded in achieving more than a modification of his central
ideas.”

Just as there are competing ways of viewing childhood, there are
competing ways of seeing children. Although children have been con-
sidered in social anthropology since its beginning, they have also been
relegated to the margins of the field. As Jean La Fontaine (1986:
10) points out, children have for the most part remained the central
specimens of other fields, particularly psychology. Jean Piaget, who
founded developmental psychology in its current mold, attempted to
relate the actions and behavior of children to distinct, genetically gov-
erned stages in human development. These stages of development,
because of their basis in biology, transcended culture. While Piaget
(1982: 213) admitted the possibility that “factors other than those of
maturation are playing a part” in child development, he also wanted
his theories to extend beyond the reach of his own field and into
sociology.

Child psychology constitutes an irreplaceable instrument of psy-
chological inquiry, as many people these days are increasingly
coming to suspect, but there is less often an awareness that it
could play an almost equally important role in the field of so-
ciology. Comte rightly holds that one of the most important
phenomena of human societies is the formative action of each
generation on the following one, and Durkheim reached a con-
clusion which favored a collective origin of moral opinions, legal
norms and even logic itself. (207)

For Piaget, a child’s socialization is “his development in terms of the
specific or general social influences which he undergoes while his char-
acter is being formed” (207).

Piaget’s idea that children develop psychologically in accordance
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with more or less preordained biological rules seemed to find a place
in “commonsense” ideas of education and psychology (Prout and James
1990). It likewise meshed with social anthropology’s functionalist and
subsequent structural functionalist approaches to children. Function-
alism was concerned with studying “primitive societies,” which were
seen as self-contained and self-sufficient microcosms. It sought to ex-
plain social practices in relation to their contribution to the workings
of society as a whole. Denying the usefulness of history in studying
“primitive societies,” functionalists portrayed their objects of study as
existing in a sort of perpetual, unchanging present. For Malinowski
(1944: 108), the prime mover of this school of thought, children were
“drilled towards conformity, obedience to custom and etiquette.” Sub-
sequent structural functionalists were concerned, among other things,
with how social control is maintained. Not unlike Malinowski, struc-
tural functionalists tended to believe that children reproduced the so-
cial forms of adults. Radcliffe-Brown wrote in the preface to African
Political Systems (1970 {1940} xv—xvi), “Good behavior may be to a
great extent the result of habit, of the conditioning of the individual
by his early upbringing.” In his treatment of the education (or “so-
cialization,” to use a more contemporary term) of the Tallensi, Meyer
Fortes (1970 {1938} 201—202) wrote, “It is agreed that education in
the widest sense is the process by which cultural heritage is transmit-
ted from generation to generation. . . . It is agreed, correlatively, that
the moulding of individuals to the social norm is the function of
education such as we find it among these simple peoples.” Further,
“Between birth and social maturity the individual is transformed from
a relatively peripheral into a relatively central link in the social struc-
ture; from an economically passive unit into a social personality irre-
trievably cast in the habits, dispositions and notions characteristic of
his culture” (202-203).

In short, there is, on the one hand, a tradition in social anthropol-
ogy, linked to tendencies in behavioral psychology and even “com-
monsense” notions, of seeing children as the t@bula rasa on which adult
culture is written (James and Prout 1990). Children have been reduced
to “human becomings,” to borrow a phrase from Qvortrup (1987: s),
in which the end product of their development is known (Benthall
1992: 23); what is of interest, according to these schools of thought,
is the process children undergo in order to reproduce adult social struc-
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tures. On the other hand, there is in anthropology a long, if somewhat
muted, tradition of seeing children as social actors with a degree of
autonomy. The American anthropologists Margaret Mead and Ruth
Benedict, for instance, treated children as informants on the same foot-
ing as adults. In Coming of Age in Samoa, Mead (1977 {1928]) sought
to refute the assertion that adolescence was universally a time of dis-
tress and conflict. She asked, “Are the disturbances which vex our
adolescents due to the nature of adolescence itself or to the civiliza-
tion?” (17). Her answer was emphatically “the civilization™; in other
words, the biological stage of puberty is not universally characterized
by the social conflict prevalent in North American and European ad-
olescence.

In Britain, the Opies saw children as social actors, but in a world
of their own making. In The Lore and Language of School Children (Opie
and Opie 1959), children were said to inhabit an autonomous social
reality.

[The] folklorist and anthropologist can, without travelling a mile
from his door, examine a thriving unselfconscious culture (the
word “culture” is used here deliberately) which is unnoticed by
the sophisticated world, and quite as little affected by it as the
culture of some dwindling aboriginal tribe living out its helpless
existence in the hinterland of a native reserve. (1—2)

The culture to which they referred was the culture of childhood. The
Opies argued that children in England preserve lore, games, and cos-
mology dating back to the times of Shakespeare and before. Literally
behind the doorsteps of adults, children were seen to have their own
secretive, tribal world. These “others” at home were made out to be
as different as possible from adults.

By the 1970s, some social anthropologists came to consider that
children, like women, were a muted group — muted, that is, in the
sense that they remained overlooked in social research. Inspired by the
Opies, Hardman (1973: 87) sought “to discover whether there is in
childhood a self-regulating, autonomous world which does not nec-
essarily reflect early development of adult culeure.” Although it has
been argued that this perspective led to a vision of children that ar-
tificially cut them off from adult society (James 1993), I believe it
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also quickly opened up the way for a more fruitful examination of
adult—child relations and of children as social actors worthy of study
in their own right than that offered by functionalism and structural
functionalism.

In her study of children in urban Kano in Nigeria, Schildkrout
(1978: 112) approaches children as “independent and mutually inter-
acting variables” upon whom adults can even come to depend for their
social roles. She argues that “ ‘sex roles’ in Hausa society could not be
defined as they are without children performing certain roles which
are distinct from and complementary to adult roles™ (114).

I take as a point of departure in this ethnography the propositions
that childhood is socially constructed, and hence variable from one
context to another, and that children are worthy of study in their own
right precisely because they can and should be seen as social beings.
I also believe, as Schildkrout suggests, that children are influential
components of the social worlds inhabited by adults, shaping the val-
ues and roles of their elders. In an analogous but expanded articulation
of Schildkrout’s thesis, Sharon Stephens (1995) argues that,

As representatives of the contested future and subjects of cultural
policies, children stand at the crossroads of divergent cultural
projects. Their minds and bodies are at stake in debates about
the transmission of fundamental cultural values in the schools.
The very nature of their senses, language, social networks, world-
views, and material futures are at stake in debates about ethnic
purity, national identity, minority self-expression, and self-rule.

(23)

Street children have been placed at the center of adult debates about
the use of public space, about the family, about crime and “social
decay,” and even about citizenship and the meaning of democracy.

Allison James (1993: 94) has argued that childhood should be seen
“not as an object, a ‘thing,” but as a context within which children
socialise one another as well as socialise with each other.” While James
is concerned largely with the child-centered constructions of child-
hood, her vision of childhood as a context also lends itself to under-
standing the varied adult-defined notions of childhood.

This chapter posits that if childhood can be seen as a context, com-
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peting contexts can be forged. Despite alarmist media reports, nearly
all children in Brazil grow up in homes and never spend a night on
the pavement. It is against this backdrop of “home children” that
street children are defined, define themselves, and become social
agents. I argue that in Northeast Brazil there are two competing con-
texts for childhood: nurtured childhood and nurturing childhood.

Rich Children and Poor Children

In Northeast Brazil there are many ways to distinguish a rich child
from a poor one. For one thing, rich children tend to be far larger
because of superior nutrition. The standard fare of poor infants is a
mixture of manioc flour or corn starch and water, the latter often
straight from the tap and rife with parasites and bacteria. Rich infants,
on the other hand, are more likely to be breast-fed, and if they are
raised on the bottle, their mothers typically use standard milk for-
mulas mixed in appropriate proportions with purified water. A study
published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition (Linhares, Round,
and Jones 1986) compared the height and weight of 226 children aged
7 to 17 hailing from the favelas of Recife with a control group of 674
wealthy children in the city. The mean height of wealthy children was
almost identical to the mean height of the American and British chil-
dren. The poor boys fell below the fifth percentile when compared
with the control group. In terms of bone growth maturation, 84 per-
cent of poor boys and girls had a delay of over two years.

One wealthy white mother in Recife attributed to race the difference
in size between poor children and her own children — the youngest of
whom, at only 15, was tall, broad shouldered, and muscular. She said
that her white children were so much larger because the poor had
more black blood and the black race was made up of small people.
She made the comment at the time of the 1992 Summer Olympics
and did find it puzzling that Magic Johnson and his black teammates
on the American basketball team had managed to grow to such diz-
zying heights.

Different styles of dress also distinguish poor kids from rich ones.
The same wealthy mother told me, “I don’t let my son go out without
a shirt and wearing rubber thongs; he might be taken for a criminal.”
Poor children usually go barefoot or wear only open rubber slippers.
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A child at home in a Recife shantytown. Photo by Daniel Aamot.

Rich children may wear fashionable rubber slippers of bright colors at
the beach, but not in the street, and normally their feet are not visible
at all since they wear enclosed, laced shoes. While poor children often
go shirtless (the girls at a very young age and the boys at any age),
rich girls never do and rich boys do so only at the beach. Poor children
are almost never seen wearing long trousers, while this is common for
rich children. Sometimes poor kids wear the clothing that once be-
longed to rich kids. This happens, for example, when the rich children
wear out a piece of clothing and have their mother pass the item on
to the maid who, in turn, gives it to her children. But by the time
of donation, the item is usually faded and old. Poor children often don
campaign T-shirts donated by vote-buying political candidates, wear-
ing the shirts until they are quite tattered and stained. Rich children,
on the other hand, tend to sport colorful, clean designer T-shirts. A
knapsack is a dead giveaway since this item, used to tote binders,
pens, and pencils, is almost certainly the property of a child attending
a private school.

In addition to physical stunting, there is another telltale mark that
identifies a poor child. Known locally as pano branco, or in English as
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tinea versicolor, it is a stain, a white blemish on the skin caused by a
fungus. Pano branco can crop up anywhere — on the face, arms, legs,
or torso — and extend over large portions of the body. It is slightly
contagious, but truly thrives only where hygiene is poor and nutrition
inadequate, and when left untreated for prolonged periods. When rich
kids contract it, as they do from time to time, they can eliminate it
with an ointment available at pharmacies, sometimes complemented
by a course of pills. But for poor people, the cost of the medicine
generally proves prohibitive, and, in any case, one tube of ointment is
inadequate over the long term since continuing to live in the same
cramped, unhygienic conditions of fzvelz homes means reinfection is
likely. As the condition becomes advanced, the blemish turns indeli-
ble, even if the original infection has disappeared. I never saw a
wealthy child with visible signs of pano branc, but most poor kids
seem to have at least a few spots.

Poor children tend to have other scars that physically distinguish
them from their rich counterparts. As infants and small children, they
are exposed to mosquitoes and other biting insects in the slums. As
they scratch, some of the wounds become infected and leave permanent
scars. Small cuts and abrasions likewise can become scars because of
frequent infection. Rich children, on the other hand, have fewer en-
counters with biting insects since their houses are located away from
the swamps and oriented in such a way that the strong breezes of
Northeast Brazil discourage the insects. When rich children do suffer
bites or abrasions, basic hygiene prevents the development of scars.

Children Who Are Nurtured and Children Who Nurture

The physical signs that distinguish rich children from poor children
are merely one aspect of the children’s radically different social and
economic worlds. In urban Northeast Brazil, rich childhood is a nur-
tured status; poor childhood is a time for nurturing the household.
Whereas nurtured children are loved by virtue of feing children, the
love received by nurturing children is to a great extent a function of
what they 4o, and they struggle to win the affection of their mothers.

Viviana Zelizer (1985: 11) has observed that in the United States
children came to be viewed in the twentieth century as an “exclusively
emotional and affective asset {which] precluded instrumental or fiscal
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considerations. In an increasingly commercialized world, children were
reserved a separate noncommercial place.” From the perspective of rich
adults in Northeast Brazil, parenting is a largely selfless task in which
they painstakingly nurture their progeny and expect little in return
save the satisfaction of seeing their children thrive through play and
learning and that of imagining their future assumption of adult roles.
The wealthy couples I knew in Recife tended to have few children,
normally from one to three, even if they came from large families
themselves. They described having children as a sacrifice, albeit a
satisfying one. Having just one child entails considerable expense.
Wealthy couples in Recife do not subject their children to public
schools or the public health system, and private schools and health
insurance do not come cheap — nor do stylish clothing or leisure ac-
tivities such as judo classes and scuba diving. Nurtured children are
the ultimate consumers, unfit to offset with productive activity their
own need to be fed, clothed, and pampered. No one has understood
better the extent to which wealthy parents are willing to pay for their
children than the kidnappers who abduct rich children and demand a
ransom from the parents.

Rather than being a bottomless pit of expenditure for their parents,
poor children in Northeast Brazil are expected from an early age to
contribute to the production and income of the household. And the
children see supporting their mothers and nurturing the household as
a virtue, Eufrésio, a 14-year-old boy so stunted from malnutrition that
he had no trouble convincing the officials at FEBEM he should be
sent to the little kids’ pavilion, explained that bringing home money
was expected behavior on the part of a child.

I bring home money [to my mother] whether she’s out of a
job or working, because she’s my mother. 1 bring it home to her, to
my whole family. Even if there’s nothing left over for me, I share.
I've pushed a cart around [to collect bottles, cans, cardboard, and
other items to sell], I've gone out into the street to beg. I've
begged lots of times.

Eufrisio lived in the street in my neighborhood and I came to know
him well. I believe that his explanation — recorded during a radio
workshop in the company of peers — was a description of what he
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A girl watches over her little brother.

thought he ought to be doing rather than of what he in fact would
habitually do, for, to the best of my knowledge, he never returned
home at all while I was doing fieldwork in Brazil.

One day in a slum on the outskirts of Olinda I spoke with a mother
of a dozen children, one of whose names, to her exasperation, she
suddenly forgot when reciting the long list of her progeny. She com-
plained that the doctors would not give her a tubal ligation; I took
her for a so-something-year-old fretfully awaiting menopause. She was
38. She told me, “My luck in life is my children, who bring me money
and food. I can’t work with so many little ones around. Where would
I be without them?”

The idea of children bringing in resources to the household may
today look anomalous in the eyes of middle-class families in many
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parts of the world, but this was of course more the rule than the
exception until the latter part of the nineteenth century, if not well
into the beginning of this century. In Children of the City, David Nasaw
(198s5: vii) writes that during the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, urban working-class children in the United States “were expected
to work in their spare time after school, on weekends, and during
holidays” and that although the children inevitably pocketed some of
their money, “they were expected to turn over all their earnings to
their mothers” (viii).

But whereas poor mothers in Recife expect their children to work,
they see them as far more than an economic lifeline. In a meeting of
mothers of working children, a mother with tears in her eyes said,

My husbands were all no good. Every one of them left me
with a kid to lug around. I depend on the garbage dump [where
I rummage for food}, the traffic signal {where I beg]. Some days
my kids eat, sometimes they don’t. I get home, I put one hand
on my head and say, “Lord, my kids ain’t got a droppa milk
today.” Sometimes I feel like stealing, killing . . . killing every-
one in sight. Then I think, “Who would take care of my kids?
No, I'll hold on. No one is mightier than God. . ..” I ask God
to help me, to look my way so I'll have a normal life. What I
want is for my children to have their food. {with tears streaming
down her face] They suffer so much! I only ask God that they
have bread, then I will sleep in peace. I would like to wake up
every morning and find that my children have bread instead of
them waking up hungry, crying “Mommy, I want bread!”
“Mommy, I want milk!”

Painted in broad strokes, the nurtured childhood of the rich in Brazil
has much in common with the ideal of contemporary middle-class
childhood in Europe and North America. But it exaggerates the forms.
Not only are nurtured children not expected to contribute to the fam-
ily income, they are not expected to clear their dishes from the table,
make their beds, or clean their rooms. These are the tasks of maids
and, on occasion, mothers. It is not enough to sleep late during sum-
mer vacation; many very rich, nurtured children (particularly from
cities thousands of kilometers to the south of Recife such as Sao Paulo,
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Curitiba, and Porto Alegre) are shipped off in groups for several weeks
at a time to Florida for a sort of luxury summer camp experience where
they stay at five-star hotels, shop for exotic electronic gadgets, and
make the obligatory stop at Disney World. In 1992, word that a group
of children from Recife had been “abandoned” in Florida by an un-
scrupulous tour operator who had falsified the return tickets made the
front page in the Didrio de Pernambuco for several days.

One upper-middle-class father who lived comfortably in a beachside
apartment building and himself had been one of nine children told
me, “We decided to have only one child and give him everything we
can.” The father worked for a company that manufactured car radios
and his wife worked as a consultant to various public schools. Their
seven-year-old boy, Rogério, had a bedroom of his own and a separate
game room where he had the latest video toys as well as a miniature
soccer table. His mother drove him to and from school, where he had
already become a good reader. A picture of him in cap and gown on
the occasion of his kindergarten graduation adorned the wall in the
living room. He played in the apartment, often alone with a large
supply of video games but sometimes with a young cousin or friend,
or downstairs within the entrance terrace to the building. The terrace
was surrounded by a high wall, topped with razor-sharp coiled wire
and guarded 24 hours a day. Like other young children of his social
class, he was never permitted to play alone in the street and could
only go to the beach accompanied by one of his parents or another
adult deemed responsible. In an assignment for school he was once
asked to draw a picture of an activity he did at home to help his
mother. He drew a picture of himself washing the dishes, but his
mother made him tear it up, out of fear, as she later explained, that
the seven-year-old would be labeled a homosexual.

The physical setting in which nurtured and nurturing children grow
up relates to the cultural construction of their childhoods. Apartment
buildings, like Rogério’s by the sea, are surrounded by a wall beyond
which the kids normally venture only when accompanied by adults.
Nurtured children seldom ride public buses so they must be driven
by their parents. Most of their socializing outside of school is with
members of the extended family, especially first cousins. Most areas of
the city are considered dangerous for rich kids to walk in on their
own, so they are shuttled by car from home to school, and to the
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houses of relatives and friends. In a book on the development of gender
roles among children in the United States, Barrie Thorne (1993: 29)
writes that “The landscape of contemporary childhood includes three
major sites — families, neighborhoods, and schools.” In Recife, the
category of neighborhood could almost be eliminated when speaking
of nurtured children because their physical movements are so tightly
controlled. Nurtured children have limited opportunity to socialize
with other children merely on the basis of residence, since they are
rarely allowed to play freely in their neighborhoods. Alternatively,
visits to the houses of nonkin friends are facilitated by parents. The
street is known to nurtured children as a place through which they
pass in automobiles traveling at high speeds. Only at a beach house
far outside the city is the nurtured child allowed to roam free and
barefoot.

The houses in which nurturing children live are so cramped one
might expect to find an entire family of six or seven living in a space
no larger than a rich child’s bedroom. In the favelas, as one youth
summed it up for me, “There’s no space.” Favelz houses — small,
closely packed together, and poorly situated — rarely catch the inces-
sant winds of Northeast Brazil that keep the homes of the rich both
cool and free of mosquitoes. Unlike the fortresses in which the rich
live, the favelz shacks are nearly impossible to secure, often lacking
even a lock for the front door, and never difficult to penetrate even if
locked. Lacking proper sewerage, they are permeated by what residents
themselves call a catinga, or rank smell.

“Where is it more dangerous, in the favelas or in the street?” I
asked a youth.

“I think [it’s more dangerous} in the favelss,” he replied. “The
Javelas bring together all sorts of bad elements.” When I posed this
question in the survey, of 43 children only slightly over half (54%)
said it was more dangerous in the street. Thirty-five percent said it
was more dangerous in the fzvelas, and 12 percent said it was just as
bad in both places. Unlike the secure homes of nurtured children, the
homes of poor children — far from being a refuge from the mayhem
of urban life — are sites of violence and danger, and many children
deem them more perilous than the street.

In Death without Weeping: The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil, based
on research in a favelz of a small Pernambucan city the author calls
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Hoping the tide won't rise, a Recife favelz. Photo by Daniel Aamot.

“Bom Jesus,” Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992: 362) writes that “mali-
cious child abuse is extremely rare on the Alto do Cruzeiro.” Although
Scheper-Hughes may have been referring to the physical beating of
infants, children in the fzvelas of Recife old enough to speak for them-
selves generally possess a wholly different opinion on the subject. They
speak of beatings as not only common, but normal and even deserved,
if also hated and apt to make them revoltar, or rebel.

“Does your mother hit you?” one youth asked another, speaking
into my tape recorder.

“She hits me because she’s a mother [bate porque ¢ mael.”

The children complained especially of beatings by their fathers or
stepfathers. Recall Edivaldo who explained, “I only ran away from
home because of my stepfather. He beat me with a wire cable, left me
all cut up, then he threw water and a kilo of salt on me.” Sometimes
mothers defend the beatings of their children. One mother, whose son
had grown bigger than her and whom she could no longer physically
punish without running the risk of being hurt by him, told me, “I
hope the police give him a good beating. He’s got to stop sniffing
glue and stealing.” The foster mother of a young infant told me that
she decided to take in the baby because the biological mother had
been beating her son, even extinguishing cigarettes in his tender skin.
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Rich children at a private school celebrate the June festivals as dads videotape them.

But the most consistent testimony of violence against children comes
from the children themselves: “The only reason I would go home at
night,” a young man told me, recalling his childhood, “is because I
knew that if I didn’t, my mother would find me in the street, drag
me home, and beat me.” Of the 4o children asked in my semistruc-
tured questionnaire about violence at home, 32 said they had been
beaten by their mothers.

It is not merely the frequency with which poor, nurturing children
speak of being beaten that draws one’s attention, but the moral content
with which they often imbue tales of their own castigation. Fre-
quently, children will discuss the beatings they suffer and then lament
how difficult they are for their mothers. Although it would be a mis-
take to overlook the ways in which nurturing children protest this
violence and the fact that many children swear their mothers never
“laid a finger on me,” it would also be a mistake to forget the assess-
ment “‘she hits me because she’s a mother.”

Among rich families in Northeast Brazil, physical violence against
children is rarely discussed. This is not to say it does not exist, but
physically hurting children is generally considered aberrant and rep-
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rehensible. Whatever its frequency among wealthy families, as in
North America and Europe, it is something of a guarded secrec. In
the wealchy urban families of Northeast Brazil, both biological parents
generally reside in the home. The men, while not infrequently having
casos, or affairs, are normally expected to have children by only one
woman and the women by only one man. Nurtured children stay at
home until they marry. “If they’re living on their own,” a mother
warns me, “there’s a problem. Either they’re drug addicts or homo-
sexuals or something like that.” The nurturing of rich children can
easily go on for more than two decades.

A visit to the home of Beto, who spent his days and nights in the
streets of Recife, speaks volumes about the strong ethic among poor
children who seek to nurture the household and of how their success
at bringing in resources relates to their status within the household.
The bus ride to his mother’s home lasted more than 45 minutes and
took us far away from the sluggish traffic at the center of Recife into
the winding, dusty roads of an area called Camaragibe. To arrive at
the house from the bus stop we climbed a dirt road and then descended
along a steep, muddy trail. From a distance, set against the verdant
hills, the favela was picturesque.

The house had two bedrooms, a small sitting room, eating room
(perhaps a misnomer for there was nothing edible in sight), and
kitchen. Two large families lived in the house. It belonged to another
woman. Beto’s mother was only there temporarily, hoping to find
somewhere else to live. She told the story of how she had lost her
shack in another favela. Her favorite son, Alexandre, used to work in
Boa Viagem, a rich beach-front section of Recife. Alexandre shined
shoes and showed tourists around. He would sleep in the street for a
couple of nights and then come home with the money he had earned.
A younger brother, Daniel, would accompany him. About a year ear-
lier, Alexandre had contracted a respiratory infection and died. As
Beto’s mother told the story, she sifted through some papers trying
to find her son’s death certificate. A few minutes into the unsuccessful
search she gave up with an exasperated, “What good is it anyway?”

Without the income from Alexandre, the family lost its shack. Dona
Marinefe, Beto’s mother, had nine children from several men. The
children ranged in age from 6 to 22. I knew Zezinho, the oldest, from
the streets of Recife where he lived. Then came Carmen, who had one
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child and was expecting another. Carmen and five siblings along with
their mother and Carmen’s baby occupied one room in the house. Beto
visited sometimes, but the mother said that ““there’s no space for him.”
He normally slept in the street. But the lack of space in the house,
while hardly an exaggeration, was surely not the only reason Zezinho
and Beto were not especially welcome there. Unlike Alexandre who
had earned money through lawful work, Zezinho and Beto survived
through theft and spent much of their money on drugs. As I was
leaving, the mother, pointing at her youngest daughter, asked me,
“Do you want to take her?” (Quer levar ela?). The six-year-old clung
to her mother and cried in a long, shrill voice, “Ndo/” while her
mother stared me in the eye, awaiting an answer.

The virtues of rich, nurtured childhood are innate — playfulness,
imagination, innocence, the ability to learn and enjoy life. Among the
poor, certain admired characteristics are inherent, such as light skin
or other culturally favored physical characteristics. But, to borrow a
concept from Allsebrook and Swift (1989), virtuousness in this type
of childhood is achieved, not ascribed. Beto’s late brother, Alexandre,
had attained a special status in the household through working, bring-
ing home resources, and staying out of trouble. His siblings showed
no surprise that he was talked of as the elect child and had achieved
a place in their mother’s heart that they clearly had not.

Another vital aspect of how nurturing children experience childhood
is a phenomenon that could be called child shifting, or in Portuguese
criangas em civculagido (Fonseca 1989). Unlike the rich nurtured children
who typically grow up in a household presided over by the biological
father and mother, poor nurturing children not infrequently are shifted
among distinct matrifocal households and often grow up under a ma-
ternal figure other than the biological mother.

Frequently, the mae de criagio, or foster mother, is simply referred
to as mdae, or mother, even if in other kinship terms she might be
called the grandmother, stepmother, aunt, or guardian. For instance,
in the fragment of the interview included in the Introduction, a youth
identified as Carlos speaks of living with his mother in a slum called
UR-4. Many months later, when he was in prison, I went to deliver
a note he had dictated to his “mother.” When I met her, she described
herself as Carlos’s stepmother, the biological mother having abandoned
him many years ago when she left for Bahia. But, in a tone of self-
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A girl with her mother in the street. Photo by Daniel Aamot.

flattery, she remarked, “He always called me mdge.” The foster mother
of an infant who had been abused by his biological mother referred to
the baby as her son, and others in the community referred to the boy’s
new guardian as his mother. As Ruth Cardoso (1984: 202) has pointed
out, informal adoption among the poor in Brazil serves as a “culturally
acceptable means of creating rez/ kinship ties.”

Far from being a recent symptom of the breakdown of a previously
predominant nuclear family system, the practice of informal adoption
is deeply rooted in the history of poor families in Brazil. Fonseca
(1989) examines court records of custody cases in the southern Bra-
zilian city of Porto Alegre. The disputes involve mothers, fathers,
grandparents, aunts, third parties, wet-nurses, and legal guardians. She
argues that in the early twentieth century “‘the working-class family
... had not assumed the form of a well delimited, self-contained do-
mestic unit” (104). The consolidation of the nuclear family was im-
peded because of the fluidity of the domestic unit, conjugal instability,
and child labor. Foster parents were considered, even by the courts, to
have similar rights over the children as biological parents, and often
the latter lost the custody disputes. ‘“The files suggested that the cen-
tral question was who would have the right to direct the upbringing
of the child and to enjoy the services of the child, not who had the
moral right to claim the identity of mother” (122).
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For nurturing children in Recife, it is crucial whom they designate
as their “mother,” but like poor children in southern Brazil in the
early twentieth century, they often find themselves shifted from one
household to another. It is quite common for poor children to speak
of having lived with an aunt and a grandmother or their godmother,
in addition to with their biological mother.

Nurturing children frequently regard the father as something of a
transient figure in the household. As nurturing kids would sometimes
tell me, “Your father can be anyone, but your mother is like no other”
(Pai ¢ qualquer um, mae ¢ uma sé). Two girls and I had a discussion about
mothers and fathers:

Tobias: What is the difference between a mother and a father?

Ragquel {aged abour 16} 1t’s like they say, “Your father can be
anyone, but your mother is like no other.” If it was our mother’s
first man who had us, then we should respect him until the end
of our death [sic}. He can be horrible, he can be anything, but
he’s our father, just like our mother {is our mother].

Syneide {aged about 121: Are you sure yours is really your father?

Ragquel: Yes, because I look like him.

Syneide: You look like him! Just because something Jooks like
something else doesn’t mean that’s what it is!

Raquel: Well if he weren’t, that would be lucky [the two girls
laugh}.

Syneide: 1 like my mother more [than my father}, because my
mother is everything for me — mother, father, aunt, grand-
mother. Everything that I have is my mother.

Tobias: And what is your father like?

Syneide. Like anyone.

Raquel: My father might be terrible, but I still like him. What
he did with me [he tried to rape her}, I will never forgive, but
if someday I get somewhere in life and he needs me, if he
knocked on my door, I'd serve him with all the pleasure in the
world. I wouldn’t deprive him of anything. Just like I'd do for
my mother.

Syneide: If it were my father and I got somewhere in life and
he came knocking at my door, I'd throw water in his face. My
mother suffered so much at his hands. I'd throw a bucket of cold
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water in his face so that he’d stop coming. And if my father did
what yours did with you, asking to do bad things, he’d be dead
before he could count to three.

This chapter has considered nurtured children and nurturing children
as opposites: whereas nurtured children are an endless expense, nur-
turing children bring money into the household; whereas nurtured
children are highly differentiated from older members of society, nur-
turing children take on the responsibility of adults progressively from
a young age; whereas nurtured children are highly dependent, nur-
turing children are highly independent. But this dualism breaks down
at a certain point. In spite of the stark differences between these two
types of children, they share one vital experience: they live childhood
within the home.

While the social life of nurtured and nurturing children may be
vastly different, childhood as a socially understood context is congru-
ent with and dependent on domesticity. This is true both for the
protected, nurtured childhood of the rich and the matrifocal, highly
independent, nurturing childhood of the poor. As different as the early
lives of nurtured and nurturing children may be, the locus of their
childhood is the home. But how are young people who are not “home
children” viewed in relation to these competing ideals of childhood?
How do they view themselves in relation to dominant cultural con-
structions of childhood? The following chapter begins to take up these
questions.
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BETRAYING MOTHERDOM:
MALOQUEIROS AND “THAT LIFE” IN
THE STREET

Given the ubiquity of the image of street children in popular concep-
tions of Brazilian social life, one might expect to see homeless children
everywhere in Brazilian cities. Living in the street, homeless children
are indeed in the public eye. As one would expect, they can be seen
begging and stealing along the thoroughfares and sleeping on the
sidewalks. But sometimes they are harder to find than one might
think. On many occasions, I would go out to the street and have to
search long and hard to find any. And some days there were simply
none on hand.

But for whom was I searching? Thus far, this book has referred to
street children as if the meaning of the term were self-evident. How
is it possible to distinguish street children, or meninos de rua, as they
are called in Brazil, from other children? The preceding chapter dis-
cussed nurtured and nurturing childhood, two contexts in which chil-
dren in Northeast Brazil grow up. This chapter considers street
children in relation to these two ideal types, particularly to childhood
within the world of Brazilian matrifocality in which poor children are
expected and themselves expect to nurture the household. If children
can be imagined as social actors rather than as merely the passive
recipients of adult culture, they can also be seen to have a claim on
defining their own identity. Perhaps because all street children in Re-
cife and Olinda have also been poor “home children,” the rules of
nurturing childhood function as a backdrop against which street chil-
dren evaluate their own lives. This chapter considers conceptualizations
of street children offered by adults — researchers, activists, and bu-
reaucrats, among others — and by homeless children themselves in
Northeast Brazil. I argue that malogueiros, as children living in the
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streets of the Recife area tend to refer to themselves, forge their own
sense of identity based on their interpretation of how they differ from
other poor children who nurture the home. They are street children
not merely because they inhabit the physical space called the street,
but because they have betrayed motherdom, the moral and economic
logic of the matrifocal home.

The use of the term “street children” in English is not new. Sporadic
examples of its use date back to the nineteenth century. For instance,
in his 1884 book Street Arabs and Gutter Snipes: The Pathetic and Hu-
morous Side of Young Vagabond Life in the Great Cities with Records of Work
for Their Reclamation, George C. Needham (1884: iii) uses the term in
passing to describe the children who, in his words, “through the stress
of circumstances, are forced into a course of life which tends to the
multiplication of criminals and the increase of the dangerous classes.”
But until about a decade ago, terms such as “street urchin,” “waif,”
or “street Arab,” used in the early part of this century, or “runaway”
or “abandoned child,” employed subsequently, were far more common
terms than was “‘street child.” Williams (1993: 832) notes that Unesco
began to use the term to refer to vagrant children after World War
II and that the term became common following the United Nations
Year of the Child in 1979.

In Death withour Weeping, Scheper-Hughes (1992: 240) observes that
in the 1960s the children who regularly slept in the streets of “Bom
Jesus” “were referred to affectionately as ‘moleques,’” that is, ‘ragamuf-
fins,’ ‘scamps,’ or ‘rascals,” or any small black child.” But as a descrip-
tive term, meninos de rua has existed for some time. One instance of its
use can be found in Jorge Amado’s 1937 novel Capities da areia (trans-
lated as Captains of the Sand) where a group of children sleeping in
Salvador’s abandoned wharves are referred to, at least in passing, by
the term. But it was not until the 1980s that the phrase became
common, and meninos carentes (needy children), criancas abandonadas
(abandoned children), or the more derogatory and still common terms
pivetes (knaves) or trombadinbas (scoundrels) began to make way for
meninos de rua, a term considered free of derogatory connotations.

It was the international bureaucracies and their consultants that
brought the English term “street child” into the mainstream, and I
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suspect that menino de yua was the literal Portuguese translation, made
widespread through the cooperative project of UNICEF and various
Brazilian organizations that became the National Movement of Street
Children. Use of this term in Brazil preceded slightly the country’s
legal renaming of children in general. Until the end of the 1980s,
those under the age of 18 were referred to in official documents as
menores, “minors” or, literally, “lessers.” In everyday parlance the term
was used (and continues to be used) almost exclusively in condescend-
ing reference to poor children (Schwartzchild 1987). In 1990 the Mi-
nors’ Code was replaced by the Children and Adolescents Act, which
divided young people into two groups, those aged under 12, now
referred to as children (criangas), and those 12 to 17, called adolescents
(adolescentes). Both terms were advocated as being free of the stigma-
tizing connotations of the word menor. Thus the advent of the term
meninos de rua came in tandem with a larger legal and social redefinition
of young people.

But it was also clear that there are different types of children and
adolescents. One kind came to be referred to as meninos de rua. Over
the past decade, debate has not ceased over just what is meant by the
term “‘street children” in either Portuguese or English, or by the Span-
ish equivalent, nifio de la calle. In 1981, UNICEF issued a series of
documents (Tagon 1981a; Tacon 1981b; Tacon 1981¢) that coincided
with the beginning of the widespread use of the term among insti-
tutions. The author of these reports spoke interchangeably of children
without families, abandoned children, and street children. He de-
scribed them as follows:

Who really is this ragged, foul-mouthed lictle “enemy of the
people”? He is the child most rejected and, at the same time,
most in need of acceptance; the most difficult for adults to love
and the most in need of adult affection; the least trusted and che
most in need of trust; the most abandoned and the most in need
of family; the most repressed and the most deserving of freedom;
the most forgotten and the most worthy of our remembrance;
the least helped and the most in need; the least fed and the most
hungry; the dirtiest and the least able to find a good bath. (Tagon
1981a: 20)
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Not surprisingly, different nongovernmental organizations began (and
have continued) to use the term “street children” in different ways. In
1986, representatives from the Inter-NGO Programme for Street Chil-
dren and Street Youth met to discuss the problem and to devise a
standard definition. They settled on the following, “Street children are
those for whom the street . . . more than their family has become their
real home, a situation in which there is no protection, supervision or
direction from responsible adults” (cited in Glauser 1990: 143).

But this definition seemed to spawn only new confusion. Just what
is meant by “family,” the “real” home, or “protection”? To make
matters worse, the definition was translated, with liberal reinterpre-
tations, into Spanish, Portuguese and other languages. But the greatest
difficuley was that it combined the apparently subjective view of the
child regarding the conversion of the “street” into the “home” with
the malleable concepts, presumably to be judged by adults, of “pro-
tection,” “‘supervision,” and “direction.” And in any case, just who is
a “responsible adult”?

In the literature on street children there is a tendency countervailing
to the contemporary anthropological approach to childhood. While
social anthropologists have accepted the elasticity of childhood, the
promotional, journalistic, and even academic literature on street chil-
dren almost always homogenizes street children. Indeed, the “recipe”
for writing about street children, referred to in the introduction to
this book, not only dictates how one is to write about street kids, it
informs their very iconography. Practices such as sniffing glue, snatch-
ing wallets, and watching karate movies have been sufficient for many
to group together street children from around the world. As one ob-
server writes, ‘“‘Names people use to refer to them may differ from
country to country . . . but it appears that Latin American street chil-
dren have much in common” (Ortiz de Carrizosa 1992: 406). Com-
parisons are made not only between street children in Guatemala City
and Bogotd (Connolly 1990), but even between those in the Sudan
and Ireland (Veale 1992) and the United States and Honduras
(Wright, Wittig, and Kaminsky 1993). Despite making almost no
explicit references to research on street children in the United States,
the last of these articles concludes that, “Despite the many glaring
differences between Honduras and the United States, the material,
social, and medical circumstances of the very poorest and neediest
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children prove remarkably, even disturbingly, similar in both nations”
(90).

Rarely are the words “street children” far away from the word
“problem.” Indeed, not only are street children in diverse contexts
made members of a single “phenomenon,” their very lives are reduced
to a condition to be cured. Thus, when one reads about the “etiology”
of street children, it is worth considering whether one could contem-
plate an etiology of other groups such as taxi drivers, dentists, or
stockbrokers.

With the burgeoning interest in street children in the mid-1980s,
homeless children have been displaced even from history and recast as
a wholly new phenomenon. As the authors of a review of the literature
on childhood in Brazil note,

The conspicuous presence of children and youths as a contem-
porary feature of large Brazilian cities has been accompanied by
the proliferation of publications on the question of children,
leading one to suspect that we might be witnessing a recent
phenomenon followed closely by the inquisitive eye of the social
scientist. (Alvim and Valladares 1988: 3)

But children are not new to the streets in Brazil. In Sobrados e Mocambos,
Gilberto Freyre (1968 [19361b) refers to moleques, which in the English
version translated as The Mansions and the Shanties (1968 {1936]a) ac-
curately appear as “street urchins.” The context is interesting. The
English translation reads,

The street urchin — that vivid expression of the Brazilian street
— was showing a growing lack of respect for the great house [in
the late nineteenth century} as he defaced walls and fences with
scrawls that were often obscene. Not to mention relieving him-
self on the doorstep of illustrious portals. (xxvii)

Not only were there children in the street but, as the passage suggests,
their mischievous presence was alarming to the urban elite. In a history
of legislation on and assistance to children in Brazil, Irene Rizzini
(1995: 116) notes that by the end of the nineteenth century, there
were “innumerable references condemning the presence of children in
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the streets, the most notable of which was ‘How to Proceed with
Regard to Young Vagabonds (notices of 1885 and 1892)." ” Indeed,
just as children are not new to the open spaces of the cities, neither
is the idea that street children are a scourge in need of elimination.
Rizzini (119) also cites a 1902 police reform bill in Rio de Janeiro
that calls for physically capable beggars, vagabonds, and “vicious chil-
dren,” among others, to be placed in correctional facilities. Written
six decades ago, Amado’s novel Capities da areia (1989 [1937]) opens
with a newspaper article describing the activities of a band of “child
muggers’ (meninos assaltantes) in Salvador:

Living from theft, they are said to number more than 100 and
range in age from 8 to 16. Urgent steps must be taken by the
police and the Minors” Court to extinguish this band, gather up
these precocious criminals who prevent the city from sleeping in
peace, and lodge them in reformatories or prisons. (10)

In his reports for UNICEF, Tagon drew attention to the plight of
street children not only by describing the hardships they encounter in
daily life, but by suggesting that Latin America, particularly Brazil,
was home to millions of such children. Hyperbolic speculation about
the numbers of street children informs notions of who street children
are. A 1978 article in Time referred to 2 million Brazilian children
“abandoned by their destitute parents.” In her review of the movie
Pixote (Babenco 1980), New Yorker movie critic Pauline Kael (1981:
170) credited the country with “three million abandoned children —
swarms of scavenging, thieving street kids.” Connolly (1990: 129)
claimed Brazil had 20 million street children, while an article in
UNICEF’s Ideas Forum suggested that “more than 30 million children
live in the streets of Brazil” (Morch 1984: 1). If true, this latter figure
would leave Brazil with few urban children living in homes.

When one sifts through all the numerical estimates of street chil-
dren in Brazil, there is one figure that arises with great frequency: 7
million. The number is said to refer to what some of the institutions
call “hard-core” street children, or children who live and habitually
sleep in the street, and it is cited by institutions, journalists, and
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academics alike (Bitar de Fernandez 1989: 187 [for the Organization
of American Statesl; Amnesty International 1990a: 4; Lamb 1991: 22;
Burns 1993: 490; Childhope n.d.: 1). Invariably, the figure is referred
to as someone else’s estimate. Amhesty International cites a study by
the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics IBGE), Childhope
cites the Los Angeles Times, and a group of Brazilian and American
academics (Campos et al. 1994: 320) cite a Childhope publication. If
one chases down the citations, one is invariably referred again to some-
one else’s estimate, or the reference is simply omitted. It is a curious
example of shared hearsay given the allure of truth through an endless
and circular process of one source citing as fact the reference or esti-
mate of another.

Claims about the size of the street children population are similar
to what Joel Best (1990) has dubbed the “numbers game” in analyzing
reports about missing children in the United States. Best observes that
“Numbers tend to be treated as facts, regardless of how they came
into being. . . . Once the press begins repeating a figure, the number
takes on a life of its own” (45—46). The relative lack of attention
accorded a problem in the past tends to be accompanied, logically, by
a dearth of official statistics. Faced with such an absence, advocates —
what Best calls claims-makers — can both point a reproachful finger
at negligent officials and offer figures of their own. In time, these
figures have the potential to become the “official ones,” as seems to
have happened in the case of both missing children in the United
States and Brazil’s street children. In the United States, the figure of
1.8 million missing children per year was common currency in news
reports and in the literature of a wide range of advocacy organizations
during the early 1980s. Best argues that the highly unusual instances
of stranger abductions resulting in rape or murder were used in the
United States to typify far more widespread situations; in fact, even
by the admission of advocates, the vast majority of “missing children”
(whatever their numbers) were in fact runaways, and another large
subgroup were children taken by parents who lacked legal custody.
The varied circumstances of children labeled as street children — com-
prising those who work, those involved in prostitution, and those who
are impoverished, among others — has added elasticity to the concept
in a way that makes counting impossible. But the figure of 7 million
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Brazilian street children is typically used in more specific reference to
homeless children. In other words, this figure — the origin of which
is unrelated to any real census — has definitional specificity.

If Brazil had 7 million street children out of a 1993 urban popu-
lation of about 114 million," then homeless children would have con-
stituted over 6 percent of all people in cities. If the ratio held true for
Recife, there would be some 80,000 street children there, out of a
1991 population of about 1.3 million. Yet a carefully executed 1993
survey commissioned by the city of Recife (CIELA 1993) rendered a
very different tally. The study was conducted under che direction of
professional researchers, and the census takers were experienced street
educators, familiar with the children of the city and the places where
they sleep. Five teams of at least four street educators surveyed distinct
areas of the city, including sites rarely visited by any of the NGOs,
such as the city’s bus station and the wealthy neighborhood of Boa
Viagem. The teams worked during three nights in June 1993, from
approximately 10:00 P.M. until 3:00 A.M. Any children found in the
street were given a snack and asked to answer a short questionnaire.
Over the three nights, a total of 212 children under the age of 18
were found in the street.*> Approximately 150 children were found on
all three nights (the remaining 62 were found on only one or two of
the nights).

During my fieldwork I believe I became familiar with all of the
children who slept regularly in the street in Olinda. I conducted two
censuses in Olinda, one in August 1992 and one in March 1993. My
method was simple. Across the street from my apartment was a vacant
house. The patio area in front of the house was the single most popular
spot in the city for the street children to congregate. On both days I
waited for a time when at least a dozen kids were at the site. I counted
each of the children, children I knew slept in the streets, and asked
them to name all of the other street children that they had seen on
that day and the day before. I clarified that I only wanted to know
about the children who slept in the street. On the first occasion my
count reached a total of 22, on the second just 19.

A survey cited in Vejz magazine in which 23 institutions partici-
pated found 895 children in S3o Paulo who spent the night in the
streets (Pereira 1994: 68).

Research by the government institution IBASE counted, in 1993,
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797 children in the streets of Rio de Janeiro (cited in Impelizieri 1995:
11).

In Fortaleza, the Italian organization Terra Nova and the Brazilian
government institution CBIA counted approximately 200 children
sleeping in the streets (Save the Children 1993).

Taken together, the children sleeping in the streets of these five
cities number 2,126. The combined population of the five cities, by
the UN’s rather conservative and slightly outdated 1991 counts, is
18.5 million people, or about 16 percent of Brazil’s total urban pop-
ulation. The census data would suggest that there are about 115 chil-
dren living in the street for each 1 million urban residents in these
cities. If this ratio holds true for all of Brazil’s urban population, Brazil
would have about 13,000 street children. It is, of course, possible that
these censuses undercounted the true number of children sleeping in
the street. I observed, for instance, that the crew I worked with one
night in Recife drove along some streets where we probably should
have walked since the children are often hidden and difficult to spot
from a moving vehicle. If only one-third of the children were counted
in each census, the total population of children sleeping in the street
in Brazil would be about 39,000, an enormous and frightening num-
ber in itself: 39,000 children sleeping, stealing, falling in love, crying,
dancing, and dying in the street. The only consolation about this
number is that it would suggest that more than 99 percent of
UNICEF’s 7 million street children were a figment of this distant
institution’s imagination.

Among some of the street educators who participated in the Recife
survey, there was mild surprise that the census did not find a larger
number of children in the street. But none appeared unduly shocked.
One street educator had remarked to me before the census that he
found offensive the “exaggerated” figures he had heard of hundreds of
thousands of children in the street in Recife. Rather than encouraging
people to help the children, he felt it made them fatalistic, leading
them to believe that there was nothing that could be done for such
an enormous number of children. Others even went as far as to say
that such scare tactics encouraged the death squads to fight back
against this “invasion.” Yet for institutions, particularly the interna-
tional ones portraying themselves as advocates of street children, the
high numbers are an essential component of their own persuasive pow-
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Table 3. Population of Street Children in Brazilian Cities

Population Year of Population of

City (1991) street children census street children
Recife 1.3 million 1993 212
Olinda 0.3 million 1993 22
S3o Paulo 9.6 million 1993 895
Fortaleza 1.8 million 1993 200
Rio de Janeiro 5.5 million 1993 797
Total 18.5 million 2,126

Sources of urban population data: UN 1996: 271. Source of street children
census data explained in text.

ers. Thus when Tagon wrote that his UNICEF report “seeks above all
to be the voice of some 25 million street children in Brazil,” the use
of numbers served both to awaken outrage about the plight of children
and to add weight to the voice of the advocate.

In “Street Children: Deconstructing a Construct,” Benno Glauser
(1990) points out that the use of the word “street” in conjunction
with the word “child” denotes an aberration. Children who play in
gardens are not called garden children, nor are children who play in
the attic referred to as attic children. Both are merely children, and
the location of their play simply says something about where they do
things, not who they are. Yet the combination “street” and “child”
suggests that the child’s location is so peculiar that it becomes a mark
of identity. The incarnation of an oxymoron, street children upset
broad expectations about the street and about childhood. As Roberto
DaMatta (1991 {19851) has observed, in Brazil, the street is the place
of commerce, of men, and of prostitutes. It is decidedly not a place
for children.

The question of where children are versus who, in a more elemental
sense, they are has been pivotal to the debate about what constitutes
a street child. The prepositions “in” and “of” have been used by in-
stitutions to describe two types of relationships that children have with
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Playing the rock game.

streets. The children “in” the street, like Glauser’s children who hap-
pen to be in the garden or attic, simply do certain things there. They
work in the street, they dance in the street, they beg in the street,
but the street is the venue for their actions, not the essence of their
character. The preposition “of” is generally added to modify those
children who do all of these things in the street and something else:
they sleep in the street. But how often does a child have to sleep iz
the street to be of the street? Is a girl who sleeps in the street one or
two nights a week a child of the street? Is she a menina de rua?
Children of one family I met in Recife would sleep in the street
occasionally. They went to school in the morning and would beg along
a busy avenue in the afternoon and evening. Returning home, a place
they were not particularly welcome when arriving empty-handed, in-
volved a long bus ride and a treacherous two-kilometer walk through
one of Olinda’s more violent favelas. Eleven children and their mother
lived in a mud and wattle hut no larger than 10 meters square. The
barraco, as such makeshift constructions, especially those fashioned
from odd-sized planks, are called, was precariously lodged on the steep
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edge of a ravine. It lacked running water, sewerage, a stove, a refrig-
erator, and practically any other amenity one could imagine, save a
television — that ever-present Brazilian symbol of modernity. It oth-
erwise contained a table, a couple of chairs, a bed, and a naked bulb
dangling from a wire. Most of the children slept on the dirt floor since
the home’s only bed could not accommodate everyone. The mother
stayed at home taking care of her small babies, so aside from the wages
of the oldest son, David, who was employed as a silk-screener, the
household income derived solely from the activities of the young chil-
dren who washed windshields and begged in the street.

Not surprisingly, the children would weigh the perceived benefits
of returning home against the relative convenience of sleeping in the
street, closer to their school and closer to their place of economic
activity. Sleeping on a dirt floor at home was not so different, in terms
of comfort, from sleeping on a cement doorstep. Unless they were
bringing food with them, it was generally easier to get a meal in the
street than at home. So on days when they had little to bring to their
mother or finished their activities in the street late at night, they
would often simply curl up in a hidden spot in the street. In a radio
workshop held at a weekend retreat for children of the National Move-
ment of Street Children, David and his siblings talked about how they
first began sleeping in the street.

David: 1 was hanging out in the middle of the street, working,
begging for money to bring home. . .. One day I hadn’t come
up with any money, nothing, so I was afraid to go home. . ..
The first day I slept [in the street] I liked it. I went home the
next day and then I went back to the street and slept there again.

Syneide {David'’s younger sister): 1 slept with him [pointing to
David], my sister, and my cousin. We’'d spend the whole day
trying to get food, then at midnight we’d eat, we got together,
then we'd go to sleep with full bellies.

Boquinba [Syneide and David's 10-year-old cousin who possessed mes-
merizing skills in the Brazilian martial art and dance known as ca-
poeiral: We'd find some paper to sleep with. Then we got wood,
we stuck it in a place where no one would see us.

Syneide: We'd fill up the tunnel with paper and make a lictle
cavern to sleep in.
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Boguinba: It’s just like sleeping with a sheet. It [the paper].
keeps you warm.

David did consider himself to have been a street child, whereas his
younger siblings and his cousin did not place themselves in that cat-
egory. In part, the difference had to do with the amount of time they
spent in the street. Whereas David had once spent a period of about
two years without returning home, the younger ones returned regu-
larly and considered their house their normal place for sleeping, not
the street. But the larger issue had to do with moral judgments about
their relationship with their mother and, concomitantly, about their
economic life. When David spent a long uninterrupted period in the
street, the money he earned through begging and stealing was his.
His siblings spent some of their own money, but they also brought
money to their mother. Even when children live in the street and try
on occasion to help their mothers, their assistance is at risk of being
rejected. Many told me that their mothers called their money dinbeiro
errado, or bad money. The children complained that the money they
earned through theft would run out right away while another sort of
money, dinbeiro suado (money earned by the sweart of one’s brow), would
last a long time. Rather than nurturing the home, David spent his
money in the street. In the street, he received no discipline or advice
from his mother, whereas his siblings were always subject to her guid-
ance. In short, David made use of the street in a way that defied
motherdom, whereas his siblings made use of the street in a way that
was consistent with the moral and economic logic of their matrifocal
home.

In a study carried out in Colombia, Lewis Aptekar (1988) was rightly
concerned to place street children in relation to larger kinship arrange-
ments. Aptekar describes two competing kinship patterns in Colom-
bia, what he calls the Spanish patrifocal family and the African
matrifocal family. The former demands obedience on the part of sons,
the latter values self-reliance and responsibility. In many ways,
the children of the Colombian patrifocal families are similar to what
I call nurtured children in Northeast Brazil, and che children of
the Colombian matrifocal families are comparable to what I call
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nurturing children. Aptekar portrays the Colombian patrifocal family
as follows:

Both boys and girls were encouraged to stay at home far longer
[than children in matrifocal families], and neither left without
the blessings of both parents. Boys learned from their fathers . . .
how to be “men.” The streets were out of bounds. Girls were
socialized to be women by the mother. . . . The father was con-
sidered to be the principal source of family wisdom, although
the mother, in spite of her “inferior position,” was on many
occasions consulted in private about relationships between the
sexes. (162)

In contrast, based on his interpretation of secondary sources, Aptekar
argues that the boy in matrifocal families was “socialized to leave home
before puberty and to be independent of his mother. This ensured that
by the time he reached puberty he would have had many experiences
on his own away from home, and often with other children, on the
streets” (162). Aptekar continues,

A woman’s relationship with her son had some similarities to
her relationships with her serial companions. Her son, after his
immediate dependency needs were met, was encouraged to leave
home and be independent. When the son reached puberty the
emotional ties of mother to son were lessened, and he was valued
and held responsible in the home as an adult. Thus, only later
in life, as an adult, after a son had made secure his own economic
situation and was able to contribute to his mother’s home, would
the affective care he received before puberty be resumed. (163)

Aptekar asserts that street boys were natural expressions of matrifo-
cality. They were, he writes, “often merely accepting the independence
that their type of family expected of them” (195). However, if boys
in typical matrifocal families were encouraged to live in the street,
then we might truly see millions of homeless children in Colombia
and elsewhere. Yet Aptekar himself explains that the numbers of street
children are exaggerated.
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Alchough the poverty of the suburbios and barrios {working-class
and poor neighborhoods} was no doubt a partial cause of children
being abandoned or abandoning their families, it cannot explain
the phenomenon in full. Only a small number of children from
families living in these conditions were not living at home. (181)

In the context of his study, the claim that matrifocal families encour-
age boys to live in the street becomes increasingly problematic because
Aptekar also emphasizes that street children in Colombia have “made
one important life decision — to leave home at a time when most
children are fully dependent on the decisions of their families” (77).
Thus, one line of argument places emphasis on the defiant initia-
tive of street children who shun control and make a truly unusual
decision, while another line of argument holds that street children are
merely conforming to the expectations of socialization in the matrifo-
cal family.

In a similarly contradictory vein, Aptekar points out that street
children are rare on the north coast of Colombia, where matrifocal
families are the norm, as opposed to in the central highland cities such
as Bogotd, where, he argues, patrifocal families are typical and street
children common. Thus, in the end, one is left wondering how street
children fit into matrifocality, whether they are normal expressions of
it or rare deviants. The thrust of Aptekar’s argument seems to be that
“Street children were developing normally in matrifocal homes in a
tradition of urban poverty” (164). Although it makes little sense here
to dwell on Aptekar’s findings in Colombia — the context differs in
important ways from Recife — I highlight his argument that street
boys are natural expressions of matrifocality because I believe precisely
the opposite can be said about Recife. In Recife and urban Northeast
Brazil more generally, the street is not an acceptable alternative to the
home, it is a resource for nurturing the home. And, in any case, the
street is a resource used with considerable trepidation. Looked at from
the perspective of children in Northeast Brazil, living in the street is
not an affirmation of matrifocality but a betrayal of it.

In an effort to know what street children in Recife believed differen-
tiated them from their peers in matrifocal households who lived at
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home, I would ask them, early on during my field research, what they
perceived to be the differences between home and the street. My ques-
tion was usually met with blank stares. The problem, in retrospect,
was that whereas I was naming physical spaces that for the children
held only limited meanings, houses and roads, they associated what 1
was really probing for with complex notions about ways of living —
ways of living that, as in the case of David and his siblings, revolved
largely around the relationship to a mother figure.

As poor Brazilians will tell you, one can grow up #z rua, in the
street, without ever spending a night on the pavement.

“I grew up in the street,” Lena told me as she sold bottles of mineral
water during carnaval in Olinda. “I know what it’s like. That’s why I
wouldn’t sell my son to that gringo,” she said of an offer she had
purportedly received from a visiting foreigner. But Lena, like many
Brazilians who consider themselves to be or to have been street chil-
dren, had always slept in houses. The difference is that Lena, unlike
her siblings, was not raised by her mother. Instead, from an early age
she was left with neighbors and acquaintances of her mother, shifted
from one house to another and forced into arduous domestic work in
exchange for food and shelter. Selling her infant son would be tanta-
mount to putting him in the street. In an unusually candid conver-
sation about her mother, Iracy, the street girl who administered some
of the questionnaires, explained simply, “I am a street girl because I
don’t have a mother, or even though I do, she never helped me. When
I needed her most she kicked me out of the house and made me live
with my grandmother.”

For the children who sleep in the street in Recife, an essential el-
ement that distinguishes them from poor, home-bound children is
their relationship to a mother figure, be it their biological mother, be
it another woman who raises them — grandmother, stepmother, god-
mother, aunt, or unrelated foster mother. Home and the street are not
concepts attached primarily to physical spaces; they are notions re-
volving largely around the children’s relationship to their mothers and
the concomitant implications of this relationship. Being at home is
being with one’s mother, even if the physical space called “home” is
nothing more than a few makeshift walls under a bridge, the same
type of physical space where children might sleep on their own with-
out their mothers.
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Shooting the breeze (batendo um papo).

But “home” is far more than physical proximity to one’s mother:
it implies first and foremost “helping” one’s mother, doing things in
the home that she wants done, accepting her advice and discipline,
and augmenting the family income, or sometimes supplying it en-
tirely. One friend told me,

By the time I was seven I was footing the bills. In the morning
when we woke up there’d be nothing to eat, so I would go out
and carry around vegetables at the market, watch over cars, beg,
anything, and by noon I'd have some money to take home to
my mother so we could eat.

Home also frequently implies attending school. In a general sense,
home means sticking to what the children refer to as the vida boa, the
righteous life, or the right track. And always, the right track revolves
around an adoration of their mothers.

In a radio workshop, 17-year-old Indio described a confrontation
with his mother, who had accused him of stealing her butane tank
and selling it. He explained in a deadpan voice that he had told her,
“Ah, Mom, your son wouldn’t do that. He might do other things,
like be a murderer and stuff, but, no, I don’t have the nerve to steal
from you.” Indio then proceeded to recount how, when he found that
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The tattoo reads “God said, “True love is mother love’ ” (Deus disse amor s¢ de mae).

the mother of his child had cheated on him, he shot and killed her.
Afterward, he had to face his mother:

“Mom, now that I don’t have your love, I'll go away.”

“Where, my son?”

“To the street.”

Indio may have left for the street to avoid arrest or a revenge attack
on his life from the relatives or friends of his girlfriend, but he pre-
sented the punishment of losing his mother’s love and living in the
street as if in his mind they were one and the same.

Children define the street in terms of its contrast to the concept of
“home.” One boy at FEBEM asks another, “Is it fair, André, to leave,
to run away from home, to hang out with no-gooders {guem nao prestal,
to let your mother be very sad, to worry about you?” The street is as
much what it is not — proximity to one’s mother, working, studying,
and generally being “good” — as what it concretely is. When the
children refer to life in the street they refer to it generally as essaz vida,
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literally “that life,” or more explicitly as essa vida de malandragem. Al-
though there is no adequate English translation of malandragem, the
concept brings to mind vagabondage, debauchery, living by one’s wits
(invariably through crime), or simply engaging in what Latin Amer-
ican technocrats label “antisocial behavior.” In the street one steals,
sniffs glue, fights, and generally does things that ngo prestam, or simply
are no good. A radio workshop I held at FEBEM went as follows:

Valber: Why did you end up here?

Aloizio: 1 was sniffing glue.

Valber: Do you take Rohypnol?

Aloizio: I've been taking the stuff for seven years.

Valber: You just steal, pickpocket, right?

Aloizio: 1 steal clothing from clotheslines, sometimes I steal
gas cans, water cans. . . .

Valber: Why do you steal that stuff from clotheslines? What
kind of a no-good, small-time thief [ledrio pebal are you?

Aloizio: You think I go for the tacky stuff? I go for the cool
clothing, Sea Way shorts. Anyway, I have to steal. If I don’t
steal, I don’t eat.

Aloizio: Isn’t there food at your house?

Valber: Yes, but I don’t want to be at home, because at home
I just stick to the righteous life [fico na vida boal, going to school,
working with my mother. . . .

The children speak of sleeping in the street as a vice. For instance,
a working child explained his theory about why young popcorn ven-
dors sometimes begin to sleep rough:

Perhaps because there is so much popcorn being sold in the
street, a kid won’t be able to bring money to his mother. So his
mother gets worried, frustrated because there’s nothing to eat,
and hits the kid. The kid, afraid to go back home without money
and get hit, just sleeps in the street. He picks up the vice [pega
o vicio] of sleeping in the street. He gets hooked [fiz viciadol,
afraid to go home. Then he picks up other vices like sniffing
glue, smoking pot.
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Like any vice, the street — despite its hardships and dangers — exerts
an addictive power. Home is a good habit and, like any good habit,
requires continuity and a certain moral resolve.

“Why are your brothers and sisters all at home and not you?” I
asked a 16-year-old who had 12 siblings, none of whom had ever lived
in the street. He replied, “I am diz rua {of the street]l, when I'm at
home I can’t stop thinking about the street. I can’t stop! Then this
urge hits me to get the hell out and steal.” As another, younger boy
explained it, “Last month I ran away from home [again]. I don’t want
to be at home. I'm just not used to it {#7o sox muito acostumado em casa
naol.”

While children speak of the street as a vice, they are constantly
reminded of their status as pariahs. At home they are chastised. David
recalls that when he began to sleep rough “[my sisters} called me ‘glue
sniffer,” ‘thief,” ‘pot-head.” ”

And children who regularly sleep in the street often speak of them-
selves as a danger. Children can sometimes be heard speaking about
themselves in terms akin to those used by supporters of the death-
squad murders of street children. For instance, a boy named Elvis was
incredulous that the street educator I was with one day wanted to take
a van-load of street children on a trip.

If T were a street educator I would round up all the street
kids. I'd tell them I was taking them on an excursion. Then I'd
drive them halfway between here and Bahia and leave them on
the side of the road so they could never get back.

Another boy who lived in the street once told me in more graphic
terms, “I'd round them all up, tie cement blocks to their feet, and
throw them in the river.”

A common derogatory appellation for street children is cheira-cola,
or glue sniffer. One can sometimes hear it muttered at the adolescent
who begs for change — “get a job, cheira~cola.” Children who live in
Javelas will taunt those who live in the streec with the slight. As one
would guess, cheira-cola finds its origin in the fact that children who
live in the street often sniff glue, which they tote around in small
bottles or cans. Children who live in the street will also often refer to
other youths in the street as cheira-colas.
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Activists in Recife and elsewhere object to the use of the term cheira-
cola. One street educator explained that it dehumanizes the children,
replacing what they are with a description of what they often do. This
emerges as an interesting parallel to the problem of speaking of chil-
dren as being 7z or of the street. When, if ever, can one consider a
practice tantamount to a state of being?

The National Movement of Street Children defines meninos de rua as

the children of the workers whose insertion in the productive
market is characterized by underemployment, intermittent em-
ployment, and unemployment, children deprived of the fruits of
development whose rights are abused, especially their right to
be children. (MNMMR 1992: 7)

In other words, children of the street, in the view of the movement,
are the millions of poor children in Brazil. But children who live in
the street have been a pivotal aspect of the identity of the National
Movement of Street Children, especially as that identity has been pro-
jected to the public. They are, however, a symbol of the movement,
not its essence. The most visible young spokesperson for the movement
in Recife in the early 1990s had lived in the street for a number of
years. Yet he was virtually the only child activist in the movement in
Recife who had lived in the street. Videos about the movement’s sec-
ond and third national congresses of street children were centered
around children who have lived in the street. I found, however, that
most children I met in Recife who lived in the street had not heard
of the movement.?> When adult activists from the movement invited
children to speak at the Second International Conference on Street
Youth and AIDS in Rio, a handful of children who lived in the street
were chosen. But in Rio, as is true nationwide, the overwhelming
majority of children activists in the movement are very poor children
who live at home. An adult leader of the movement in Rio put it to
me bluntly: “It is called the National Movement of Street Children
for reasons of marketing. If it were called the National Movement of
Children, no one would listen.”

In a general sense, street is clearly included in the title of the move-
ment as a way to draw attention to the excruciating difficulties ex-
perienced by poor children in Brazil, particularly to the violations of
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Boy being interviewed by a news team as the Pernambuco delegation prepares to
depart for Brasilia for the Third Congress of the National Movement of Street Chil-
dren.

their human rights. It is an adjective, or, in Portuguese, a prepositional
phrase, that conjures up images of hardship, oppression, and struggle.
Thus the National Movement of Street Children, which in the early
1990s was one of the most visible social movements in Brazil, has
been instrumental in widening the definition of street children to in-
clude all poor children whose rights — civil and economic alike — are
violated.

Although it is to be expected that the first word of the compound
noun “street children” can present analytical difficulties, the second
can also be surprisingly problematic. Williams (1993) has pointed out
that street life has been seen for over a century to endow children
prematurely with an adultlike status. He cites a mid-nineteenth-
century observer who wrote of “street Arabs”: “they are older when
young than any other class.” Because it exposes children to experiences
believed to be the province of adults, the street is often said to convert
children prematurely into “little adults.” On a number of occasions
foreigners in Brazil pointed out to me how it seemed to them that
boys working in the streets had the facial expressions and body lan-
guage of men. But in the contemporary literature about street chil-
dren, there is a countervailing tendency to highlight the youthfulness
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and innocence of this population. When accompanied by photographs,
articles about street children typically feature very young, prepubes-
cent boys and girls, often amid comparatively large adult street edu-
cators (e.g., Filgueiras 1992). Yet as a Brazilian ethnography (Milito
and Silva 1995) aptly points out, most Brazilian “street children” are
in fact street adolescents. And perhaps because Brazilian legislation
makes such stark distinctions between the legal penalties imposed
upon adults and on those who have not reached the age of majority,
many adolescents want to remain just that for as long as possible. I
even knew youths who were “17” over a three-year period. A Recife
NGO was working with people it referred to as meninos and meninas,
many of whom were in fact in their early 20s. They argued that be-
cause these youths had never had a “childhood,” they were still chil-
dren. The street, seen as inimical to childhood, is thus also represented
as a force that retards normal maturation, excluding children from
adulthood.

My own understanding of the term “street children” when I set out
for the field revolved around those people under the age of 18 who
regularly sleep in the street. Indeed my research was ultimartely cen-
tered around that group, although I used some flexibility with the age
limit. But how do children (or young people) who sleep in the street
speak of themselves? They talk about their lives as a sort of chiaroscuro
where home means helping one’s mother, working, studying, and gen-
erally doing “good” things, whereas the street is its opposite: not
obeying one’s mother, stealing, using drugs, and generally doing
“bad” things. The children who regularly sleep in the street will often
refer to themselves as meninos de rua (street children) or even meninos
abandonados (abandoned children), but generally only when speaking
with adults, especially street educators. Among themselves, they tend
to employ the term maloqueiros, usually pronounced without the long
Portuguese ei as malogqueros and sometimes shortened (interestingly, to
its etymological root) to malocas.* For most northeasterners, the term
conjures up images of naughty children stealing fruit, taunting old
people, or generally making a nuisance of themselves. Or it may be
used simply to refer to slum dwellers. When children living in the
street use the term, however, they are almost invariably speaking of
themselves. “I've been a maloca all my life,” Mbnica, an 18-year-old
known throughout the city center for her brazen acts of theft, told
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me. “I'm not going to leave this life [sair dessa vidal.” Malogueiro is
more than a description of activities, it is a lifestyle, and it is that life,
essa vida, that I try to evoke when speaking of malogueiros, or, inter-
changeably for the purposes of this book, street children.

Like street children in Bombay who are said to refer to themselves
as Sadak Chap, literally “those who carry the stamp of the street” (Patel
1990: 10), malogueiros are both talked about and see themselves as
different from other poor children, as if they carried an invisible stamp.
“Once a kid spends a week in the street, you can forget about him,”
a struggling middle-class friend who had once tried to adopt a street
girl told me. “There is nothing you can do to help the kid.” The
malogueiros are frequently spoken about as being beyond recuperagio, or
recovery, and are in this way radically set apart from other children.
And the malogueiros tend to separate themselves from other poor chil-
dren in ways that often mystify adults. For instance, an organization
called CAMM, Center for Support of Women and Children, runs two
programs for youths. One is a live-in farm for those who previously
slept in the street. The other is for poor children who reside at home.
The director of CAMM once confided his inability to understand why,
when they had parties to mix the two groups, the former street dwell-
ers refused to interact with the other children. “They are all from the
Jfavelas, in some cases even from the same favelas, and have grown up
with similar hardships. But the street kids just stick together, get all
quiet, and can’t wait to leave.”

Feelings tend to be mutual. Glue-sniffing street children (cheira-
colas) are the frequent target of ridicule by poor “home children,” even
if the poor “home children” do many of the same things, such as
stealing and using drugs, even glue.

“We've fought,” explained Neide, who had a pronounced scar across
one cheek from when she was stabbed by Tania. ““T4nia, Neguinha,
Luisa . . . we've all fought, but friends are like that.” Alchough shout-
ing matches and internecine brawls are perpetual among maloqueiros,
street children also stick together — stealing together, using drugs
together, roaming together — often without apparent interest in doing
these things with other children.

Together, malogueiros share the ostracism for their “vices.” In the
Javelas they are taunted as glue sniffers and thieves; in the city center
and in FEBEM they are spoken of as “unrecoverable.” And they are
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unmistakably separated from their mothers — although they generally
£o to great pains to try to convince others that their separation was
their own choice, not their mother’s. Their “vice” is at once public
and indicative of danger, as they are constantly reminded by the ner-
vous strides of passersby. Malogueiros are the ones apt to ask them-
selves, “Will I ever quit this life?” (Serd gue en v0 saf dessa vida?)
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WHEN LIFE IS NASTY, BRUTISH, AND
SHORT: VIOLENCE AND
STREET CHILDREN

In 1980, Hector Babenco, Argentinian born though also an important
exponent of Brazil’'s Cinema Novo, made a film entitled Pixote: a lei do
mats fraco, released outside Brazil in 1981 as Pixote. The film, based
loosely on José Louzeiro’s novel Inféncia dos mortos (1977) and employ-
ing children from the fzvelas of SZo Paulo as actors, wove together the
violent and violated lives of children in a tale that raised questions
about human nature as disturbing as those it raised about Brazilian
politics. The film’s protagonist, Pixote, a young boy of about 10, is
detained in a police sweep in the wake of a bungled pickpocketing-
cum-murder of a judge. Interned in a reformatory, he is witness to
the rape of a young boy, finds that some of his peers are murdered by
the police when singled out arbitrarily in revenge for the death of the
judge, and practices, along with older boys, mock bank robberies.
Pixote eventually flees the reformatory and in the company of friends
embarks on a spree of street crime in S3o Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.
Snatching purses and wallets, selling drugs, and (in collusion with a
prostitute) robbing half-dressed johns, the protagonist is at once a
young, prepubescent boy eager for affection, companionship, and care
and an incensed, gun-toting would-be tough capable of murder.

Pixote became the third most commercially successful Brazilian film
(Levine 1997). In the United States, it was named the Best Foreign
Film by the New York Film Critics in 1981 and elsewhere it was
generally well received. But as a foreign-language film (for most of
the world) and an intellectually challenging and unsentimental one at
that, it was not widely distributed. It was nearly a decade later that
the violent lives of Brazilian street children came to be well known
internationally.
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In 1989, the National Movement of Street Children held its high-
profile Second National Congress in which poor children and street
educators from throughout the country convened in Brasilia to protest
violence, poverty, and other human rights abuses and to debate a draft
version of the Children and Adolescents Act. The event was covered
extensively by Brazilian and foreign news media. A year later, Amnesty
International (199ob) issued a report on the executions of Brazilian
children. On the first page of the report was the photograph of a young
child lying dead in the street, surrounded by many onlookers. The
caption below the photograph read,

Patricio Hilario da Silva, aged ¢, whose corpse was dumped in
the fashionable Rio de Janeiro suburb of Ipanema on 22 May
1989. A note tied around his neck read, “I killed you because
you didn’t study and had no future. . . . The government must
not allow the streets of the city to be invaded by kids.” The boy
is believed to have been the victim of a death squad.

It was also in 1990 that the well-regarded Brazilian journalist Gil-
berto Dimenstein published a book called A guerra dos meninos or, in
its English-language version, Brazil: War on Children (1991). Dimen-
stein argued,

In the back streets of the country’s big cities, a silent war of
extermination is being waged against young petty criminals. The
war involves the use of beatings and torture. Although the ex-
clusively police death squads of the 1970s have practically ceased
to exist, this latest war is promoted and organised by members
of the police force. The groups involved are often given names
such as “death squads™ and justiceiros (‘‘avengers”), and the police
encourage their activities on the grounds that the children are
dangerous and will never mend their ways. . . . Children are in-
creasingly to be found among their victims because growing
numbers are forced on to the street to make a living, to con-
tribute to the family income or because there is no school for
them. (20)
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The murders of street children came to be debated by the European
parliament and were for a time a veritable thorn in the side of Brazilian
diplomats and politicians. During a trip to Italy in 1991, President
Fernando Collor de Mello was forced to account for violence against
street children (Gama 1991). Prior to the Global Summit on the En-
vironment held in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992, British Prime Minister
John Major was widely encouraged by parliamentarians to broach the
subject of youth murders with the Brazilian president (Rocha 1992),
and on a visit to Brazil, Major, under the watchful gaze of an entourage
of photographers and bodyguards, made a point of eating breakfast
with street children at a local shelter.

In his book, Dimenstein asserted that “The war on children is one
of the least known aspects of Brazil’s social crisis” (20). Yet, the death-
squad murders of street children came to be one of the most widely
known facts of any sort about Brazil. The popular press was important
in disseminating reports about Brazilian death squads. For example,
the widely circulated women’s magazine Marie Claire ran a feature
article entitled “Why Rio Is Murdering Its Children” (Lamb 1991).
The U.K. version of the article was preceded by a story entitled “Sex-
ual Fantasies: Five Women Reveal Their Secret Desires” and was
flanked by advertisements for Neutrogena Face Bar and Soft and Gen-
tle Anti-Perspirant. By the early 1990s, though homeless in Brazil,
street children and their disfigured bodies had become a household
concept the world over.

Just as attention to the war on children seemed to be ebbing, a
number of sleeping children in Rio de Janeiro were murdered in cold
blood. The incident, known as the Candeldria Massacre (¢ chacina da
Candeliria), was reported around the world. On July 25, 1993, men
arriving in two cars opened fire on a group of youths sleeping outside
the Candeldria Church in the center of Rio de Janeiro. Four were killed
instantly, one managed to stumble a few streets away, and a sixth died
of his wounds a few days later. The killers then attacked another
nearby group of children, killing two more and wounding one. Ac-
cording to Human Rights Watch (1994: vii), “A twenty-two-year-old
garbage collector named Wagner dos Santos, who survived the
shootings with a bullet lodged in his neck, identified three policemen
from the Fifth Battalion of the Rio state military police and a civilian
as being among those responsible for the slaughter.” In an unprece-
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dented victory for human rights advocates, one of the perpetrators, a
member of the Military Police, was convicted in 1996 for his partic-
ipation in the massacre.

Although the frequency of media treatment of violence against
street children has now subsided, the general impression that death
squads routinely hunt down street children probably has not. “Vio-
lence against [street children} escalated to a level of deliberate ‘exter-
mination’ of undesirable children,” writes the author of a 1995 book
entitled Streer Children and NGOs in Rio (Impelizieri 1995: 15). A 1996
article that treats the killings of poor youths in Brazil seeks to dispel
the idea that these murders happen merely in the context of a violent
society. “Latin America has no cultural monopoly on violence. And in
any case, some other explanation is needed for the increased violence
than a simplistic unvarying construct called ‘culture of violence’”
(Huggins and de Castro 1996: 89). The authors argue, convincingly,
that a particular kind of youth — poor, male, and dark-skinned — is
identified as a “social problem” and made out to be a “symbolic as-
sailant.” But Huggins and de Castro cite data from Sdo Paulo indi-
cating that 64 percent of homicides of males aged 15 to 17 during
1990 were carried out by “unknown’ assailants. The “known” types
of murderers listed in the article are: public police (17%), extermi-
nation group (9%), family (s%), private police (2%), lone assailant
(2%), and friend (1%). Unfortunately, the alleged perpetrators in these
killings were evidently divided into different categories based on ques-
tionable data culled from newspapers, morgue statistics, and police
reports. Because the vast majority of murders in Brazil are, to all
intents and purposes, not investigated — let alone brought to trial or
solved — scant reliable data are available on murders in Brazil." What
is more, as the authors themselves note, many murders are not even
reported. Thus, in actuality, the “unknown” category is almost cer-
tainly far larger than that identified by the authors. Be that as it may,
Huggins and de Castro inexplicably conflate “unknown” (i.e., unsolved
murders or murders in which responsibility remains unattributed) and
assassins who are “unknown” to the victims. These “unknown’ assas-
sins, they assume, are members of death squads. In this way, the cat-
egory of death-squad murders becomes vast.

Just as Huggins and de Castro have renamed unsolved murders
death-squad murders, elsewhere the killings of all youths are spoken
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of as if the victims were street youths. For example, the NGO Child-
hope (1992) published an advertisement in the British daily the
Guardian, that began, “Q: What is the going rate for killing a street
child? A: Seven pounds. 167 street children have been murdered in
Rio de Janeiro so far this year.” Yet an article published in the same
newspaper the previous week explained, “Brazilian government statis-
tics show that in the first four months of this year 167 people under
18 were killed in Metropolitan Rio” (Rocha 1992). In other words,
Childhope was describing 100 percent of Rio’s murdered children as
street children. In other cases, simply speaking of street children and
murders of all children in the same breath is enough to give the
misleading impression that most murders of children are tantamount
to murders of street children. For example, a mass electronic mailing
from the International Child Resource Institute (1995) called for

assistance in a worldwide effort to stop the killings of street
children in Brazil. The lack of political will to effectively tackle
the violence against the children of the poor in Brazil and to
prosecute their assailants is one of the key reasons for the four
daily murders of children and adolescents in that country.

The widespread, unquestioning acceptance as fact that Brazilian
adults are systematically hunting down and murdering young children
like so many rabid dogs is not only based on dubious statistics but
has a number of unintended consequences that are not necessarily in
the interests of children. One such consequence is to reduce street
children to the status of animal-like prey (indeed, the use of the com-
pound verb “hunted down” in reference to the way they are targeted
is telling). Stripped of human agency and placed in a pantheon of
faceless victimhood, street children become objects in a largely adult
debate that does more to enhance the status of those who crusade in
their behalf than to shed light on the myriad ways children in fact
live violence. In her article “Youth and the Politics of Culture in South
Africa,” Pamela Reynolds (1995) suggests that in studying children
under apartheid,

One can easily be seduced by the brute force of oppression in
South Africa into offering an analysis of structure while ignoring
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agents’ interpretations — another version of symbolic domination.
... To dub youth, as is often done [in the context of contem-
porary South Africal, as the “lost generation” is to demean their
contribution and to deny the inventiveness inherent in processes
of inheritance and change. (223-—224)

Likewise, in a context of global attention to the annihilation of Bra-
zilian street children, it is sometimes difficult to remember that street
children can be living, breathing people. Denunciations of violence
against street children, however well intentioned, have left little space
for a consideration of the ways violence is experienced and interpreted
by children.

What follows in this chapter is an attempt to look at violence from
the perspective of street children in Recife and to comment on the
social constructions of violence against and by those children. I argue
that street children have complex systems for classifying violence and
that their interpretations are often at odds with those of their adult
advocates. The chapter is also an attempt at making sense of my own
uncomfortable conclusion that street children in Recife are far more
likely to die at the hands of their peers than as victims of death squads.
Finally, I argue that while a constellation of advocates and media
figures has centered attention on the relatively rare if heinous death-
squad murders of street children, the everyday mistreatment of chil-
dren at the hands of the police is all but ignored, as is the violence
they suffer at home. And the public discourse on violence and children
has drawn a rigid — and ultimately harmful — distinction between
violent murder in public places and quiet, private violence in the
home.

Schooled in Violence

Mistreatment at the hands of the authorities begins at a very young
age for many Brazilian children and takes myriad forms. Some malo-
querros described to me the terror of finding themselves as small chil-
dren locked up in the midst of much larger, violent youths. One young
man named Edson, who was tenuously seeking to remake a life for
himself off the streec by working at a shelter, recalled how his first
contacts with the authorities shaped his initiation into street life.
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What [the juvenile detention center FEBEM] has to offer is
nothing but a bad upbringing for children, because the child
gets in there even without being a street child to starc with.
When he gets in there he might be shy, but no, they don’t want
to hear anything about it; to them all the kids are thieves, glue
sniffers, and they live in the street. They put the kids together,
big ones with little ones, thieves with the children who just
wander around in the street. ... When I lived in the street, I
didn’t steal or anything like that, I just sold candy for a lady in
the city. One day when I was leaving work at noon — I was
coming back here to Sdo Lourenco, I lived with my mother at
the time — the police, the Minors’ Court, they caught me and a
chum who was also from Sdo Lourengo. I started crying and
everything, asking them to let us go, saying we worked, and
they went, “You don’t work, all those kids we catch say they
work.” That’s what they told us.

They stuck us in the car and took us away. We spent four
months there [in FEBEM] without anyone from our families
knowing. Then one day my mother showed up. So I'm there, I'd
spent a year and four months there,* I had to learn something
about debauchery [tinba que aprender alguma coisa da malandragem}.
So it went on and on, and when I thought it couldn’t happen,
before I knew it I was into that life of malandragem, learning
slang. I was too timid to steal, though. But in there, some
chums, they said, “Edson, let’s botd mola!” 1 said, “What's botd
mola?” They said, “Steal, brother, don’t you know what stealing
is?” I said, “I know what stealing is, I just never stole anything.”
So they taught me. I went, I stole a watch. And I thought it
was pretty good {af nisso, eu achei bom}.

During a hearing I attended at the Children’s and Adolescents’ Court,
even a judge described the facility as “‘a school for criminals.” FEBEM
is a place where young children are exposed to the violence both of
their older and larger peers and of the authorities. Their internment
at the facility is often the first step in launching them into essa vida,
not only because they learn about crime but because they come out
stigmatized. Edson continued his story about FEBEM by describing

what happened when he went home.
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So I got out, I spent eight days in the street, and the whole
time during those eight days I was stealing and everything. Then
I went home. When I got home I found all my brothers and
sisters, but they started calling me “glue sniffer,” just because
I'd been taken prisoner. They discriminated against me, you
know. So I got more angry than ever and I fell back into street
life.

One of the most frightening aspects of the FEBEM facility in Per-
nambuco was known as the cfua. In the midst of a radio workshop
in which the kids were discussing sexual relationships at FEBEM, a
description of the cafua arose.

Verinha: Sometimes it was because one girl wants to [have sex
with another girl], sometimes it was the two of them. When it
was just one, she would do it by force.

Nego Nic: That's right. Some of them [now refetring to boys
and girls] know how to read, so they send a little note to a guy
to meet in such and such a place. He reads it and then he goes
to that place and they do whatever they want. But if the monitor
catches you, it’s azfua. That’s the law: if they catch you, czfua!
The cafua is the same thing as a hole in the ground. You go
down steps. Down below there’s a tunnel, that’s where the csfua
is. . . . We went into a room, like a room without light, to sleep
with the cockroaches, with the mosquitoes, with the lizards.

Tobias: And how long would you be left there?

Nego Nic: Man, it depends on the monitor. If he wants to leave
you there for ten days, he leaves you there. Now, if he feels like
it, he’ll take you out after two days, three days. But it makes
you really scared. Because it’s very dark — flocks of rats, flocks
of cockroaches, flocks of mosquitoes. The mosquitoes don’t let
you sleep, you sleep on the ground, without a sheet, without
anything.

Violent Authorities

When I handed the tape recorder to the children in my radio work-
shops, any participant’s mention of an arrest would provoke the in-
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“Off to FEBEM.” Photo by Daniel Aamot.

evitable questions: “Did they beat you that time?” “How many blows
did you take?” “Did they stick your head in the toilet and give you
a whirly?” Recalling his last arrest, one youth said, “They hung me
upside down, poured water in my nostrils, made me drink Pine Sol
and bleach. Then they beat me with a strip of rubber.” When I in-
dexed my notes I found what seemed an endless number of entries
under such headings as “police violence.”

The children employ an elaborate terminology to speak of the police
and the things the police do to them. The police are known by the
words cobaia (guinea-pig); cabega de pinoco (chamberpot head); cagiieta, a
variation of #lcagiiete (snitch); caboclo (usually used to refer to someone
of mixed Indian and white ancestry); or, collectively, os homens (the
men). In addition to all of these things, the police are referred to as
malandyos (rogues) and are known to employ their own blend of cun-
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ning and brutality to steal, even from street children. Not long before
being murdered himself, one adolescent male explained,

When we’re sleeping we’re woken up to kicks, clubs, buckets
of water they throw on us — they mess you around in a thousand
and one ways. Say you got money, two thousand, three thousand
cruzeiros [a dollar or a little more} in your pocket, they take you
to the police booth, snatch what you've got, smack your hands
a bunch of times with a club, and send you out of the area.

While street children fear having their possessions or money taken by
their peers, they also must contend with the police stealing from them.
The street children in the city center complained of this routinely,
and they also spoke of having to make payoffs by sharing their loot.
It is perhaps this unpredictable nature of the police that makes them
so dangerous. Children need to determine whether the police aim to
use them as proxies in their own illegal pursuits, remaining content
with a payoff, or rather to punish them arbitrarily (and, perhaps as an
afterthought, to rob them).

Street children typically experience violence at the hands of the
authorities over a long period of time and they distinguish between
different sorts of mistreatment. In one enactment, the police are pun-
ishing them for a crime, real or imagined:

Sdcrates {aged 17 or 18} It’s my turn to talk [he grabs the
microphone from another youth, almost breaking it}. Last Sun-
day something happened to me. Two policemen out there on
Guararapes [Avenue}. A boy snatched a necklace from a lady and
another one took her watch. So there I was, walking. The cop
started looking at me and just because I looked back — I wasn’t
even looking at him — they grabbed me by the hair, gave me a
kick in the foot and in the stomach. Then they punched me in
the face three times, then a kick in the head, a bunch of kicks
in my ribs, a bunch of punches here next to my heart, in my
stomach. I even vomited a little. Then they kicked me, after-
wards they shoved me. When I fell to the ground, they kicked
me. They grabbed my hair, they hit me in the eye, me screaming
and all. A transit policeman came running ’cause he thought
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they were killing me, but they weren’t killing me — well, really,
they were killing me ’cause if a person gets kicked a lot in the
belly he might what? Die! Yeah, he might die.

In this passage, Socrates asserts that he is being punished for a crime,
albeit a crime he did not commit. When the police believe, rightly
or wrongly, that a poor youth has committed an infraction, the youth’s
expectation is typically of immediate physical punishment. Younger
children are not always hit by the police. They tend to be taken to
FEBEM rather than to the regular police stations for adults (where by
law no one under 18 should be taken). But in general, street children
take it for granted that if caught for (or suspected of) stealing, van-
dalizing property, possessing drugs, or in any way angering the police,
they are likely to be beaten. When detained, they say, it’s “a clubbing
every time” (pau, sempre pan).

Another form of police violence directed at street children could be
called retribution. An extreme case was described by a 17-year-old at
FEBEM.

Cheira® [meaning “be sniffs,” or short for cheira-cola, glue sniffer}.
The late Come-Rato [Rat-Eater}, he killed a Major, you know,
but he wasn’t the one who killed him, it was his colega [peer].
Come-Rato was here [in FEBEM}. There was a rebellion, a re-
bellion to get out of here. So they caught him, they took him
to Cabo [the jail for adolescents}. He spent two years there. He
played [soccer} every Sunday in the field by the distillery. One
Sunday, when I was there . . . he went to play ball. On the way
back two guys on a motorcycle made the FUNDAC* van stop.
They said, “Look, stop, if you don’t stop I'll shoot you in the
head.” So the driver, he was about forty, he was nervous, he
stopped. The guy looked inside. There was a bunch of people
inside the van. A lady said, “Don’t do that!” He goes, “Don’t
worty, I won’t do anything to you. I just want that nigger who
killed the Major.” He started shooting. He shot him more than
fifteen times. So he died right there.

Although similar to physical punishment, retribution differs in its
severity and in the fact that you never know when it will strike. The
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manifestations of physical punishment described above are immediate
and spontaneous. Retribution, on the other hand, can come back to
haunt you long after the alleged crime was committed. The act of
retribution tends to be carefully planned and devastating in its con-
sequences. Retribution is usually “payment” for an act that directly
offends the police, such as assaulting or killing an officer or a relative
of an ofhcer.

Sometimes the violence of the police is attributed to malicia (malice)
or safadeza (being low and dirty). One girl, about 15, described how
the police had made her and her friends undress and parade naked.

The “men” come along without us having done anything,
we’re not even sniffing glue or smoking cigarettes, and there they
come to hit you. There’s this skinny one in the city, he grabs us
when we haven’t done anything. He grabs us to see our bodies,
to have us take off our clothing.

This type of violence is attributed to the nature of the police, who
are widely viewed as evil thugs. Not seen as a direct or retaliatory
punishment of any sort, this type of violence is particularly frightening
because of its unpredictability; it is viewed as one of the risks of living
in the street, rather than as a risk implicit, say, in stealing, an act
that when successfully carried out renders a tangible benefit.

Michael Taussig (1987) employs the term “culture of terror” to
describe how society can be dominated through the pervasive use and
threat of violence. The police may not really dominate street children
— indeed, the children are haughtily defiant — but the presence of the
police in the lives of street children is pervasive and terrifying. The
reach of police violence is extended by the fact that it can be exercised
both directly and by proxy. And it is terrifying both in the savage
extremes to which it is taken and in its unpredictability. It is what
Taussig (4) has called “power on the rampage — that great steaming
morass of chaos that lies on the underside of order and without which
order could not exist.” When enforced by the police themselves, vio-
lence against street children can take countless forms, from &bolos na
mdo (smacks to the hand) to pistol whippings, from kicks and punches
to electric shock. As a general rule, the older the detainees, the more
severely they are beaten. Although children as young as nine told me
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of being hit with cudgels, the most severe beatings tend to be reserved
for adolescents. It is not uncommon for physically mature 16- and 17-
year-olds, and on occasion kids far younger, to be taken to regular,
adult police stations. In my questionnaire I asked the children whether
they had been to any of the adult police stations. Of the 50, 29 (58%)
said they had. They were then asked what happened there. Of those
29, 17 (59%) spontaneously mentioned they had experienced incidents
of violence, such as severe beatings and forced confessions.

The most feared of the police stations is a special one called the
Delegacia de Roubos e Furtos, which is located in an outlying area of
the city on a street ironically named Avenida Liberdade. The station’s
mandate is to pursue and arrest thieves of different sorts. Sometimes
Roubos e Furtos is but a stop on the way to the men’s prison, Anibal
Bruno, located just across the street. But whether the prisoner is re-
leased or transferred to prison, the officers at the station often inflict
punishments of their own. When in the questionnaire I asked the
respondents if they had been to Roubos e Furtos, 14 replied in the
affirmative. Of those, 10 mentioned spontaneously that they had been
tortured.

One of the most common forms of torture at Roubos e Furtos and
at other police stations is pau de arara, literally “the parrot’s perch.”
This involves having your hands tied together around your bent legs
(bringing the knees close to the chest). A stick (the “perch”) is inserted
above your cuffed arms and below the bent knees. As the stick is raised
and hung, the weight of your upper body spins you upside down. You
are left like this, hanging upside down. Water or, in severe cases,
cleaning detergents such as Pine Sol may be dripped into your nostrils.

Bia was beaten so severely at Roubos e Furtos that she spontaneously
aborted. Other youths were transported to Roubos e Furtos in the
trunk of a sedan by police officers who neither identified themselves
as such nor wore uniforms.

At Roubos e Furtos, torture is frequently made the responsibility
of other prisoners. After four or five entradas (detentions), one can
expect to become a preso de ordem. In answer to my question “What'’s
a preso de ordem?” one youth explained as follows: '

Negdo: That’s when you boss around the other prisoners at the
station. You keep the key in your hand, you feed the prisoners,
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Table 4. Anthropological Interviews: Physical Abuse at Police Stations

Questions and responses Number

Children who cite beatings and other forms of physical abuse

when asked “What happened there? (o gue foi que acontecen

l4?Y” in reference to a detention at a police station”
Spontaneously mention physical abuse 17
Do not spontaneously mention physical abuse 12

Respondents who cite beatings and other forms of physical

abuse when asked “What happened there? {when taken to

the special Roubos e Furtos police station].”
Spontaneously mention physical abuse 10
Do not spontaneously mention physical abuse 4

“N = 29 children who had been to a police station other than Roubos e Furtos.
*N = 14 informants who had been to Recife’s Roubos e Furtos police station.

right. You wash the cars in front of the station, run errands, go
and buy bread for the prisoners, hit the prisoners too, right. All
those things.

Tobias: If you were free to run away, for instance when you
went to buy bread, why didn’t you do it?

Neggo: 1 didn’t run away because I knew that if I d1d they
would catch me again. And if I did, the club would come down
twice as hard [o pau era dobradol. And then I'd go to the cela
batida.

Tobias: What's that?

Negdo: It’s a cell where it’s dark day and night, day and night,
no one can see anything. It’s just dark. I'd spend seventy [manyl
days in there without seeing the sun.

Using prisoners to torture other prisoners aids the work of the police
not merely because it saves them the trouble of soiling their hands
but because the preso de ordem is said to be left marcado, literally
“marked,” or on the hit list of his victims. In other words, the system
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takes advantage of the children’s own sense of retaliatory justice. Mar-
garete explained the death of one youth as follows.

Margarete: There was this kid named Jameson. He died in a
boca [a drug den} in Santo Amaro. They say he died for snitching
or else he killed the grub of another prisoner [matou o rango de
um prisioneiro}.

Tobias: What do you mean, he killed someone’s grub?

Margarete: He didn’t put enough lunch on the guy’s plate. . . .
So the prisoner put him on his list {marcon a cara dele}. The
prisoner was from a bocz in Santo Amaro. He got out and so did
the other one {Jameson}]. Jameson went into Santo Amaro to buy
some glue and then that prisoner who was there he asked, “Re-
member me?”’

“Yeah.”

“Remember what you did to me?”

“Come on, I would have been beaten by the police.”

The other one didn’t want to listen and shot Jameson three
times. So he lost his life right there.

The preso de ordem system has the effect of achieving the results the
police want, the beating or murder of certain repeat offenders, without
directly implicating the authorities; it also extends the reach of the
police into the world of street culture. With attention focused on
police murders, it has become a system of pitting those seen as socially
dangerous against one another in a sort of war by proxy. During a
visit to the men’s prison Anibal Bruno, I listened to inmates speak
eagerly of the imminent arrival of a certain “snitch” who was then
across the road at Roubos e Furtos, allegedly beating detainees.

Violence and Social Transformations

Early on in my fieldwork, I placed a youth in danger by failing to
understand the stigma of murder. Germano, then about 16, though
he was far from certain, tried to find me one day. He wanted me to
accompany him to the Institute of Forensic Medicine to identify his
father’s body. His father had been hit over the head with a board and
shot. He was found some time later with stones forced down his throat.
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I only learned of the murder two days after the fact, by which time
Germano’s facher had been buried, and the boy was out and about on
the street like normal, although with obvious sadness on his face. I
went to speak with him and as we talked other street kids came to
listen. To my surprise, they did not know that Germano’s father had
been killed. As I told them, I noticed Germano growing nervous. I
encouraged him to go home to spend some time with his mother, a
washerwoman in a northern favela of Recife. One young boy agreed
with me, “When my brother was murdered, I went home to be with
my mother.” But the other, larger kids were silent. One smirked.
Germano asked me for some money to go home and I decided to
oblige. He jumped onto the back bumper of a bus, thrust a hand
through an open window to steady the ride, and disappeared down
the avenue.

But Germano did not go home. Instead, he hopped off the bus a
few blocks away. When I saw him the next day he had a black eye
and a bruised cheek. Marconi, one of the street kids who had overheard
our conversation, had reportedly taunted the boy: “Your father was
killed because he was no good.” Germano threw a rock at him, but
was easily overpowered by Marconi’s superior strength. Murder tends
to be seen as a stigma for those close to the victim, not a call for
compassion.

An 18-year-old male street educator who used to live in the street
described how he was almost murdered.

Many of our colegas are dying, it’s the police killing, dragging
them off, taking them to the forests and killing them, finishing
them off one by one. This is what they say, “Since they can’t be
caught, since they run away no matter what you do, let’s just
kill them.” They caught me, took me to the forest, tore off my
clothing, left me in my underwear. They pointed a revolver at
my forehead, in my mouth, in every hole they could find, and
threatened to shoot. But I'm still here, alive, thank God, because
I don’t have anything to pay for.

I believe the last sentence is crucial, for while street children speak of
the violence they suffer as cruel, horrifying, and unjust, they also fre-
quently imbue it with moral overtones whereby the victim is paying
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for his “sins.” The violence is often seen as retribution. As Camilla
(aged 17) interpreted it, “No one just dies for no reason {ninguém morre
de gragal.”

In my questionnaire I asked various questions about rape. The first,
posed as a way of initiating a conversation about sexual violence, was
“What is suruba?”’ Edson described s#ruba as follows:

Suruba is when five or six boys grab a girl and force her to
have sex. They do everything. Here in Sdo Lourengo [just outside
Recife] there’s a girl, she wasn’t of the street, but she hung out
with us, at night she’d always come. One day she snitched on
the boys and the boys caught her and dragged her to the cane
fields. Fifteen boys got to her. She spent two weeks at home
before she could walk straight. Her uncle took care of her, but
I think she liked it so much that she went back to the street.

The rationale for the rape offered in this case is that the girl blew the
whistle. Like the retribution enforced by the police, sexual violence is
sometimes used by street children to strike back at someone who has
broken a sacrosanct rule. It is carried out by a group, not by a single
individual. Rape is seen to have a transformative effect on the victim.
Females are believed to become promiscuous as a result of rape, like
the girl just mentioned who is said to have wanted to return to the
street because she allegedly “liked it [being raped} so much.” Rape is
discussed as a peculiar domain where the term “victim” hardly seems
to apply, for the onus of responsibility is placed on the one who is
raped, not on the one who rapes.

I held a radio workshop in a favelz where a young girl had recently
been gang raped. While the boys, some of them no more than 13
years of age, laughed and joked about ripping off the girl’s clothes,
they ridiculed their victim for having made the mistake of sniffing
lold, a mixeure of hallucinogenic solvents. The young girl became the
laughingstock of the favelz for having, as the boys saw it, let down
her guard.

In the case of boys who are raped, the act is said to turn them into
homosexuals. A youth told me about FEBEM, where homosexual rape
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is common, “When you go in there you have to go in being a man,
otherwise you'll come out a faggot {bichz].” In discussing Brazilian
notions of the perceived feminization of men who practice receptive
anal sex, Richard Parker (1991) has observed,

The viado [queer] or bicha [faggot], the “passive” partner in
such exchanges . . . is unavoidably transformed, not merely in his
own eyes, but in the eyes of his partner or partners and in the
eyes of any other individuals around him who might happen to
have knowledge of his sexual practices. He is emasculated. He
becomes, through his sexual role, a symbolic female. (46)

Like voluntary receptive anal sex, homosexual rape is likewise seen to
transform the “passive” individual into a symbolic female. In the case
of street boys, forced anal penetration is a pervasive fear, because of
both the terrifying violence of the act and the humiliation that ensues.

Ismael: A group of boys got me out there in Caxangd. They
grabbed pieces of broken glass, bottle necks, sticks, and right
there they forced me to have sex with every one of them.

Tobias: How many of them were there?

Ismael: There were fourteen. I was alone, right, in an old house
in Caxangd, which they knocked down just a little while ago. I
was alone, I couldn’t do anything, you know. I wasn’t about to
resist, if I'd resisted . . . that would have been it for me — all of
them armed and me with nothing in my hands. They got me
when I was all alone. I suffered it with every one of them.

Then, little by litcle, I met up with each of them [in the
street]. They gave me shit [tivavam onda}. 1 stabbed one of them
in the ribs, and this part here [he touches his chest} opened up,
because he was the one who told the group to rape me.

Children talk of two effects of the violence that is patt and parcel
of their daily existence. Violence, they say, makes them revolrar. Re-
voltar means to rebel, revolt, or strike back. It is frequently used to
explain why they do things that they describe as no good. Cheira, a
17-year-old male, explained, “The worst thing in the world is for a
person, a person who's a thief, to be beaten by someone he never saw
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Before the police apprehended the boy, he was beaten by the crowd.

before. That creates an enormous revoltz in us. We start to rob . . . to
do so many things to people . .. the police hitting us, we get even
more revoltados.”

Cheira’s words cogently suggest that revolta is part of a spiral of
violence. One is a thief, then one is beaten, which incites revo/ta, which
in turn induces one to rob and “do so many things to people.” Fueling
the revolta is something called raiva.

Cheira: When my mother comes to visit me, the police yell
at her and I feel like exploding. This business, man, of sticking
us in here [FEBEM} and keeping us prisoner doesn’t do any good
because it fills us with even more revolta. When you get out of
here, you leave with even more rziva and start stealing again.

Raiva means fury, anger, or hatred, but it also means rabies and, like
the dog with distemper, a person brimming with raiva lashes out.

José [aged 171 It looks like he {the judge presiding over FE-
BEM] is punishing us. We’re all full of raiva, I think we’re going
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to start a rebellion. ... When your mother comes, they say
“Turn up on such and such a day.” This shit is filling us with
raiva, ratva for the social worker, razva for the director, for the
monitores. It’s true that the monitores don’t have anything to do
with it, but they're the ones who have to pay.

Rather than turning it outward against the monitores in FEBEM,
their colegas in the street, or the stray cats and dogs in their path, the
children may turn raévz inward against their own bodies. Girls in the
street often carry razor blades in the roofs of their mouths or rolled
up in a piece of paper in their underwear, a practice that induces
veritable panic in many Recife residents, rich and poor alike. Some-
times the girls use the razor blades when they fight among themselves,
sometimes when they hold up a victim, but frequently their own
bodies are the target. Most girls who have spent a couple of years or
more on the street have slits up and down their forearms. The same
is true for the male transvestites. Sometimes self-mutilation is a means
of defense; girls will cut themselves before being arrested in the belief
that in this way they will not be beaten. Margarete explained it as a
more general release of frustration, however.

Sometimes it’s because of a boyfriend that one girl takes from
another and she doesn’t know what to do. She can’t cut her, she
can’t get back at her, so she cuts herself in the arm. Sometimes
it’s because she gets hit by the police, she gets taken in, drugged
and all. She can’t cut them {the policel, so she cuts her own
arm.

There is a dimension of violence involving street children that the
advocates eschew. When it comes to violence, street children are never
portrayed as possessing agency. But anyone who has spent a day with
street children cannot help but notice how often they fight. Normally
the fights are limited to pushes, shoves, and unlikely threats, but at
other times they suddenly spiral into bloody brawls. Nearly ubiquitous
on the bodies of children who have spent a year or more on the streets
are knife and bullet wounds. The bullet wounds are often inflicted by
the police or private security guards, but the knife wounds tend to be
the work of other maloqueiros.
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Tobias: Ever been stabbed?

Milton: Yes.

Tobias: [pointing to a scar on Milton’s leg]l And what is this?

Milton: 1 was slashed with broken glass.

Tobias: Who did that to you?

Milton: A kid, he came to take my glue, and jabbed me with
a broken bottle.

Tobias: Ever been shot?

Milton: No [pause}, but I was hit over the head with a club.

Tobias: Who did that to you?

Milton: A glue sniffer.

Death Squads and the Violent Status of Victimbood

During a conversation in a bar one night with an off-duty police officer
I'd just met in the small city of Caruaru, the subject of death squads
arose. He made it clear that he had intimate knowledge about the
activities of such groups in his city. He was able to quote the going
rate for murder (between US$30 and $90) and even to describe where
the bodies were dumped. According to him, most of the members of
local death squads were policemen, but hired pistoleiros igured among
their ranks as well. “Sometimes they kill for free, for the pleasure of
seeing a certain person fall.” Coming just minutes after he had had
an argument with an aggressive, trouble-making patron that nearly
erupted into violence, the police officer’s explanations were couched in
a certain tone of empathy for the perpetrators of such acts. On another
occasion, a lower-middle-class man described to me with pride his
participation in the extrajudicial group slaying of four youths who had
allegedly raped an 11-year-old girl.

My own accidental encounters with people who may have been
members of death squads are probably not inconsistent with Brazil’s
larger panorama of an informal economy of crime and punishment.
Street children have not been immune to this climate of vigilante
justice. At various times, they have been targeted for murder by paid
or unpaid networks of killers.

The death squads are a terrifying threat to street children. Many
street children even claim to be able to identify the vehicles used by
these professional murderers. “It’s a black four-door with tinted win-
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’

dows,” one boy told me. But when I asked the kids to describe the
mutrders of all of the colegas they had lost, the list of those killed by
other children was generally longer than the list of those killed by the
police and death squads.

Tobias: During the time you've been in the street, do you
know of any kids who have been killed?

Coelbo. 1 knew one named Bochecha, another one called Cara
de Cavalo [Horse Facel who was thrown in the river, a bunch of
children.

Tobias: Like four or five?

Coelbho: More, a bunch.

Tobias: About how many in total?

Coelbo: In total, per month?

Tobias: No, altogether, in the two years you've been in the
street.

Coelbo: Oh, shit, man, more than forty.

Tobias: And who killed them?

Coelbo: Mostly other street kids, but the death squads kill too.

Early one morning I went into the center of Recife where I was to
meet Beto who wanted me to visit his mother. We had agreed to
rendezvous at Ruas e Pracas. When I arrived, one of the street edu-
cators was reading a newspaper story aloud to a small gathering of
children. A boy named Cristiano had been murdered. He was found
by another street kid in an abandoned house. It was not clear if the
torture had been inflicted while Cristiano was alive or only on his
lifeless body, but in addition to his being shot, his mouth and throat
had been stuffed with rocks and his head was left face down in a toilet.
The cruelty with which Cristiano had been murdered made many ac-
tivists certain that it had been the work of the death squads. “Kids
might murder, but not like that,” one street educator told me. Yet as
the article was being read aloud, the children listened impassively.

The National Movement of Street Children organized a protest near
the square where Cristiano spent his days. They had rented a sound
car, one of the city’s ubiquitous old station wagons equipped with
diesel-powered boom speakers, but the vehicle never showed up. Cris-
tiano was murdered during the frenzy of municipal elections so the
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organizers were able to convince a city council candidate to lend his
sound car. But the eulogies for Cristiano were interspersed with ad-
vertisements for the candidate’s campaign and for the bread shop he
owned, a shop that, as the would-be politician repeated time and
again, “has always supported the abandoned children of Recife.” Zé
Luis, another homeless youth that the newspapers described as Cris-
tiano’s best friend, planted a flower in the public square, set loose a
white dove in the name of “peace,” and issued a stinging rebuke on
violence against children. Then a few weeks later he purportedly con-
fessed to the murder of Cristiano.

During the initial 13 months I was in Recife I begrudgingly kept a
tally of the street children who died. The list included eight names:
Bonérgio, Luquinha, Cristiano, Roberto, Daniela, Branca, Maguinho,
and Ubiratan.

Bonérgio fell off the back of a bus, but this was only the indirect
cause of his death. He was hurt badly, but he did not die of his
wounds. He died because he contracted hepatitis in a public hospital.

Luquinha’s best friend, Marconi, staggered after me and called out
my name one afternoon just as I was leaving the bread shop near my
apartment. Smelling pungently of glue, Marconi insisted I record the
story of Luquinha’s murder.

Marconi: A little while ago, I lost my best friend, on Christmas
Day. Before that we had arranged to get together and have some
fun out there, we were friends, brothers. . . . We did things we
shouldn’t do in the street, holdups, certain things you can imag-
ine, we just didn’t kill or rape anybody. All suddenly-like [4e
repentemente} 1 showed up at his house, and I found out he’d
robbed a woman of four million, him and Jorge. . . . But before
that, we had been picked up several times and taken to the
Olinda Station House where we were hit. The aggression! Jesus,
they wanted us to say things that we couldn’t even imagine
having done and to name other people. And they always swore
to kill us.

Tobias: Why did they swear to kill you?

Marconi: They swore to kill us, when they saw us out in the
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street at night, cthey’d kill us . . . they were going to drag us off
to the woods. . . . I'm sure it was X, because he always swore to
kill us.

Other children told a different version of the murder, saying another
youth had been responsible. In the end Luquinha’s death, like most
violent deaths of youths in Pernambuco, was, to the best of my knowl-
edge, never investigated.

The remaining six victims, according to everyone I spoke with about
them, died at the hands of their peers.® Cristiano, as discussed earlier,
was said to have been murdered by a street companion; Roberto was
said to have been killed by another young man from whom he had
stolen a pistol some years previously; Daniela was said to have been
murdered by Branca; friends of Daniela were outraged and in retri-
bution beheaded Branca; and Maguinho was murdered by. his previ-
ously inseparable best friend, and Ubiratan was killed by a young rival.
Thus, except for the ambiguous case of Luquinha, I heard of no in-
stances of children who lived in the street being killed by death squads
during the first 13 months I spent in Recife.

When I returned two years later, many of the street children I knew
had died. For instance, Marconi, who spoke about the murder of Lu-
quinha, was found about a year later on an Olinda beach with three
bullets to the head. Yet no street educators or children could think of
any children living in the street who had been killed by death squads.
There were likewise no such allegations during the three months I
spent in Recife in 1995. The death squads are a real and pervasive but
seldom fulfilled threat; while street children feared being killed by
them, over a period of more than three years, from June 1992 until
August 1995, the closest I came to documenting even the allegation
of a homeless child being killed by death squads in Recife or Olinda
was the death of Luquinha.

If street children view the police as responsible for enforcing a rule
by terror, other Brazilians often accuse street children of instigating
what could, through-a twist of the imagination, be called a culture of
terror. Given their high visibility in public spaces and their frequent
use of violence and participation in crime, street children are widely
perceived as making the street a hostile milieu. And while advocacy
organizations tend to heighten the innocence and vulnerability of mur-
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dered street children by showcasing the stories of very young victims,’
those in Brazil afraid of street kids disassociate them from childhood,
recasting them as dangerous marginais or malandyos, categories devoid
of any explicit reference to age.

Just as street children speak of how the violence they suffer trans-
forms them, adult Brazilians endow the violence perpetrated by street
children with transformative significance. Being violent renders simple
criangas (children) either menores (minors) or, worse, malandros. To be
sure, only a certain type of child can be a menor. Rich kids are always
simply criangas (Schwartzchild 1987). But barefoot, dark-skinned, poor
children are frequently referred to as menores. The Minors’ Code, in
effect before the Children and Adolescents Act was passed in 1990,
had legislatively defined delinquent or simply “needy” youths as nze-
nores. Since that time, all Brazilians under the age of 12 are first chil-
dren, then, till the age of 18, adolescents, and the term menor is now
widely viewed as contemptuous. But even so, poor and supposedly
delinquent young people are still frequently spoken of as such. As
Kosminsky (1993 [1991): 118) remarks, “‘Children made out to be
criminals leave behind their very status as children only to be inscribed
in the social order of the menor.”

Even more dangerous is the label malandro or marginal, for here no
distinction is made between children and adults. In effect, the con-
dition of menor is brought to fruition. A retired soccer star living in
my neighborhood tried to help a street child. Over a long period of
time he cultivated a friendship with the boy, providing him with food,
clothing, and advice. He liked the boy very much and eventually in-
vited him to live with him and his wife. After a week, the boy ran
away, taking with him his nice new clothing. Later the man saw the
boy in the street, running as fast as he could while pushing a bicycle,
presumably stolen. The man explained to me, with great anger, that
the 12-year-old had become a simple malandro. “He used to earn
money by watching over cars. Now you can’t do anything for him.”

Part of the fear many Brazilians have of street children is played
out in the widespread view that street children have become imper-
vious to the law. Brazilian law provides wider legal protection of chil-
dren than does legislation in virtually any country in the world. The
Children and Adolescents Act covers the gamut of children’s rights:
civil, economic, social, and educational, among others. The penal laws
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have been the object of great criticism by those taking a tough stance
on crime. Statutory children, those aged 11 and under, cannot be
charged with an offense, although they may be taken into temporary
custody. The maximum sentence that can be imposed on an adolescent
(anyone aged 12 to 17), even for murder or rape, is three years, and
convictions are extremely cumbersome to obtain. Adolescents must be
caught in the act, are entitled to a public defender, and have the right
to face their accusers. In the context of a compulsively ineffective ju-
dicial system, convictions for serious crimes are exceptionally rare. Re-
search by the Office for Legal Assistance to Popular Organizations,
known as GAJOP, found that of a local sample of 555 criminal cases
involving legal minors, 538 (97%) did not result in sentences (Estado
de Sio Paulo 1995). In any case, those accused of the most severe crimes
could simply slip over a wall at CAP before being sentenced. For girls,
there is no secure facility in Pernambuco where they can be sent, even
if convicted. At worst they are sentenced to the Casa de Santa Luzia,
where, until 1995 — when it was reinforced slightly in the wake of
the FEBEM rebellion — escaping was as easy as walking out the front
door. All of this contributes to a perception of children as legal un-
touchables. Ironically, the perception of children as invulnerable before
the law may contribute to their victimization, for the solution, as many
have seen it, is to enforce punishment extrajudicially.

For the poor in Brazil accustomed to a model of childhood in which
sons and daughters are expected to help their mothers, live at home,
and stay on the right track (ficar na vida boa), the violence in which
street children engage creates an ever wider rift between malogueiros
and their siblings and young neighbors who stay at home. For poor,
working “home children,” the frequently violent behavior of street
children is but a confirmation of the latter’s allegedly deviant nature.
One night, as I was waiting around in anticipation of the beginning
of the city council-sponsored census of street children in Recife, I
struck up a conversation with a young boy who was working alongside
his father, selling coconut water. “So you're going to count all the
street children?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I replied.

“That’s good. Afterwards you can round them up and shoot them.”

Nothing seems to drive the wedge deeper between street children
and the two types of domestically based childhoods discussed in Chap-
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ter 3 than active, public violence. If one believes that childhood is a
nurtured state relying, inter alia, on protection by adults, then the
murder of homeless children by those expected to be their guardians
is the ultimate violation of the rules of childhood. If, on the other
hand, children are expected to nurture the household by bringing in
hard-earned resources, then the exercise of violence by children like-
wise defiles notions of what childhood should be; violence acted out
by children is a deviation from the right track, from what working
children in the matrifocal families call & vida boa.

The Brazilian police and death squads have been responsible for mur-
ders of street children, but it may be worth asking whether the pro-
tests may now be zimed at what, in the greater scheme of things, are
infrequent events. By the greater scheme of things, I refer to the fact
that by the early 1990s, in North and Northeast Brazil murder was the
third most common cause of death for all males aged 15 to 45, led only
by “accidents and adverse effects” and “signs, symptoms and other ill-
defined conditions” (WHO 1993). In 1992, the Sdo Paulo police were
murdering nearly five civilians per day (not counting the police mas-
sacre that year of 111 prisoners), up from less than one per day in 1988
(Brooke 1992). In late 1997, Brazil’s national statistics unit reported
that homicide was the leading cause of death nationwide among 15- to
17-year-olds, accounting for 25.3 percent of deaths in that age cate-
gory, up from 7.8 percent in 1980 (IBGE, 1997b; New York Times,
1997). Brazil is being torn apart by the violence of, virtually, a low-
grade civil war, though the violence is manifest in a disorganized, de-
centralized fashion. Meanwhile, the police are torturing street children,
as well as poor detainees in general, systematically and with impunity.
And the consequences are devastating.

When I Die, No One Will Cry

Many street children exhibit a haunting pessimism about their own
chances of survival. Two kids in FEBEM discussed violence in the street.
The one answering the questions, Picolé, spoke in a high, prepubescent
staccato, and while listening to the exchange I could not help but won-
der if he expected to live long enough to hear his voice change.
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Valber: What are you in for?

Picolé: 1 was sniffing glue. I went to snatch a lady’s purse. The
woman grabbed me and since I was high I couldn’t run.

Valber: [speaking in a patronizing tone, perhaps imitating the
social workers at FEBEM] Why do you do those things?

Picolé: Because life is like that.

Valber: When you get out, are you gonna do more of the same?

Picolé: Yeah.

Valber: Won't you regret it later?

Picolé: Shit, by the time I start regretting it, my feet’ll be tied
together and I'll be floating face down in the river.

I ask a boy, about 14, “What do you feel when a colega de rua [street
peer} dies?” Without a pause, he replies, “Nothing. I don’t feel any-
thing. When I die, no one will cry.”

Violence against and by street children is a part of the fabric of life
in which these victims and perpetrators dangerously live, so much so
that they interweave their fanciful dreams of someday settling down
and having a couple of children with the more frank admission that
they have little expectation of growing up to be adults. Violence is an
aspect of identity as tragically indelible as the scars that crisscross their
bodies.

When considering violence against children, what is not said is
probably as significant as what is said. In contrast to the constellation
of media, advocacy, and governmental attention to the death-squad
murders of street children, a stunning silence accompanies the ago-
nizing and far more widespread death among children in Brazil that
is hunger. UNICEF statistics (1995: 66) indicate that 226,000 Bra-
zilian children under the age of five died in 1993.%2 Most of these
deaths can be attributed to hunger combined with disease. This mun-
dane violence of everyday life, to borrow a phrase from Nancy Scheper-
Hughes (1992), goes largely unnoticed, ignored by all except those
who must endure it and all those who must watch their children
slowly starve. In the 1950s, hunger was aptly described by the Bra-
zilian geographer Josué de Castro (1977 [1952]) as a taboo, and little
seems to have changed.
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Whereas 122 murders of children under the age of 17 were officially
recorded in the state of Pernambuco in 1994 (Governo do Estado de
Pernambuco 1995), 14,160 infants aged under one died in 1987
(IBGE 1989). In other words, 116 times more infants died, mostly of
malnutrition and opportunistic diseases. Journalists, activists, and ob-
servers make a rigid distinction between the active, public suffering
inflicted by bullets and knives and the quiet, private death that is
hunger and disease. The murders of street children occur in the public
domain, in streets or open fields, garbage dumps or forests. Rather
than wasting away slowly, the bodies of street children are mutilated
with bullets, knives, and cudgels, rendering them prized specimens
for a global obsession with child victimhood.

The Double Ethic of Rebellion and Remorse

While street children reject the drudgery of obedience expected of
“home children,” their own initiative also launches them into a path
of self-destruction with little chance of escape. Philippe Bourgois
(1995: 9) has aptly portrayed just such a contradiction in his ethnog-
raphy of crack dealers in East Harlem: “[Tlhe street culture of
resistance is predicated on the destruction of its participants and the
community harboring them.” While crack dealers seek an alternative
to the lot of the legally waged inner-city poor who toil at inadequately
paying, demeaning, working-class jobs, they also lead lives of self-
destructive violence, drug addiction, and rage. Something similar can
be said of street children.

Perpetrating violence and escaping the oppression suffered by nur-
turing children (see Chapter 3) can be interpreted by intellectuals as
an act of resistance and by children themselves as the somewhat dif-
ferent but allied concept of revolta. But in the minds of street children,
the use of violence carries dire consequences; in the end the tables are
likely to be turned and one is apt to become a victim. Recall Camilla’s
words, “No one dies for no reason.”

Street life is marked by a double ethic of rebellion and remorse. On
the one hand, street children tend to be haughty and defiant: they are
dismissive of those who seek to instill discipline in them; they per-
petrate violence; they reject schools and other aspects of home life;
and they defy the rules of spatial segregation that dictate where poor

146



Violence and Street Children

;I" Vo

N\
N
3

“Girl without a Name,” by Fernando Aradjo.

children should and should not be. But they are also torn by a moral
conflict over who they are and what they do. Their violence is projected
not only outward but inward.

In his narrative, presented in Chapter 1, Edivaldo speaks of how he
went to rob an old lady in the street. He grabbed her bag and ran
away but, upon hearing her cry, decided to return the money. A num-
ber of street children told me stories like this, and I interpret them
as indications that the children often feel deeply remorseful over what
they do. Margarete speaks of how she steals, exchanges sex for lodging,
and runs away from institutions, but in the same breath she speaks of
her rebellious behavior at a shelter and her lack of self-worth: “I would
beat up the girls, yell at the director, acting like I was bigger than
everyone. But I am nothing.”

Despite their tendency to blame themselves for the violence they
suffer, street children also often say “We are sufferers” (A gente é muito
sofredd). And it would be misleading to suggest that they believe their
suffering is simply a merited consequence of their immersion in that
life. Although street children frequently portray the violence against
them as punishment, almost an affirmation of the bad things they say
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they do, their lot as sufferers is also seen as testament to the injustices
of the world in which they live. The Menina Sem Nome, or Girl
without a Name, was a young child who was raped and murdered on
a Recife beach. No one claimed her body but the poor are said to have
given her a proper burial. Venerating her as a popular saint, street
children and others visit the tomb to leave votive offerings and make
wishes. The suffering of the Girl without a Name doubtless resonates
with street children’s outrage at their own condition, at the ruthless-
ness of the violence they endure and at the prospect of being left to
die anonymously and unclaimed in streets that are both their home
and their worst enemy.
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CURING STREET CHILDREN,
RESCUING CHILDHOOD

Regardless of the true number of homeless children in Brazil, that
conundrum touched on in Chapter 4, one thing is certain: the number
of programs for street children has burgeoned throughout the country.
In Rio, for instance, one study counted 39 institutions that catered
exclusively to street children (Valladares and Impelizieri 1991: 9). This
survey noted that all of these programs had been created around or
after the mid-1980s and that their numbers changed rapidly: in the
course of the five months it took to complete the study, four new
programs were created. Likewise, a gamut of projects has emerged in
Recife, with government, civil, and religious organizations all vying
for a role. In contrast to the impression given in many reports about
“millions” of abandoned children beyond the reach of adult interven-
tion, the relatively small number of children living in the streets of
Recife typically have contact with adults from a variety of institutions.
Most of the city’s street children have been to at least one live-in
program (Recife had four in 1992 and six by 1995). Of 26 children
who lived in the street at the time of my interviews, 19 had lived in
at least one shelter. Nearly all street children have been approached
by a variety of outreach workers in the street, some over a period of
many years.

Table 5 contains information about the number of adult personnel
in the organizations working with street children. Because the universe
of programs is quite fluid, I have chosen the period from mid-1992
to mid-1993. It should be noted that the groups not working exclu-
sively, or at least predominantly, with children living in the street
have been omitted, as have a number of semifunctioning groups such
as the Comunidade do Povo sem Casa (Community of the Homeless,
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Table 5. Adults in Recife and Olinda in Mid-1992 to Mid-1993
Working with Street Children, by Organization

Organization

Approximate
number employed
or full-time
volunteers

Comments

CAMM; Centro de Apoio
a0 Menore a Mulher
(Support Center for
Minors and Women,
known as Admilson
and Roberta’s farm)

Casa de Passagem (House
of Passage)

Capim de Cheiro (Capim
de Cheiro Farm)

Centro de Formagio
(Training Center)

Prefeitura, Recife (Recife
Municipal
Government)

Comunidade dos
Pequenos Profetas
(Community of Little
Prophets)

Desafio Jovem (Young
Challenge)

FUNDAC

3

20

10

200

150

Approximate count (CAMM has
about 7 employees but also
works with non—street children.

Many more people are involved,
but 3 people dedicate most of
their time to the project.

This number was set to at least
double, in late 1993, with the
hiring of street educators and
personnel for group homes.

Many more people are involved,
but the equivalent of at least 6
full-time people work with the
street kids.

This includes 150 interns. The
additional 50 is a conservative
count of the administrators,
supervisors, educators, drivers,
guards, messengers, medical
personnel
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Table s (cont.)

Approximate
number employed

or full-time

Comments

Organization volunteers
Oficina de Papel (The 7
Paper Workshop)
A Granja do Padre 8

Ramiro (Padre
Ramiro’s farm)

Pequenos Educadores 5
(Little Educators)

Ruas e Pragas (Streets 13
and Squares)

Sobe e Desce (Going Up 10
and Down)

SOS Crianga (SOS 1
Children)

Total 298

and others who work with
street girls at the Projeto
Renascer and with street boys
at a facility in Abreu e Lima.
This figure excludes the vast
number of people working at
CAP and other branches of
FUNDAC.

Takes into account only

the staff member who works
specifically with street
children.

comprising 10 volunteers) and the Associagio pela Restauragio do
Homem (Association for the Restoration of Man, which was estab-
lished only as I was leaving Brazil in 1993). Those individuals whose
particular tasks do not relate primarily to street children have been
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excluded, as have whole categories of people who work with street
children on a daily basis, such as the personnel at CAP and the judges
at the Children’s and Adolescents’ Court because their official mandate
is not to work specifically with street children but rather with children
in general. I have also excluded the militants at the National Move-
ment of Street Children, since their work relates most directly to poor
children in general; the same with the personnel at the human righes
organization CENDHEC. Personnel at other institutions like the field
offices of UNICEF and Save the Children have been omitted because,
even though they fund projects for street children, the scope of their
work is relatively wide and street kids are only one part of it. For the
same reason, members of the municipal councils on children and ad-
olescents in Recife and Olinda (created as a resule of the 1990 Children
and Adolescents Act) have been left out. In short, the count is ex-
tremely conservative. It should be pointed out that, for one reason or
another, on an average day a great many of these people are not ac-
tually working. For instance, of the 150 interns at FUNDAC in 1993,
I doubt more than 20 actually went out to the street on a typical day.

The number of people working with street children in Recife comes
to at least 298, 64 more than the combined number of kids found
sleeping in the streets of Recife and Olinda (see Chapter 4)." I recall
more than one occasion when I went out with street educators and we
had difficulty finding any street children at all. On other occasions,
like the one described in the first pages of this book, street educators
from various groups would be competing for the children’s attention.
At the Praca Maciel Pinheiro in downtown Recife, it was not unusual
for the children to be accompanied by street educators from FUNDAC
in the morning, Ruas e Pracas in the afternoon, and Pequenos Edu-
cadores in the evening. On the other hand, children in certain other
parts of the city, far from the center, rarely if ever had contact with
street educators.

All of the groups and programs (with the exception of the CAP
detention center) are relatively new, having been founded in the mid-
1980s or even the 1990s. And there is a rapid turnover. Three insti-
tutions, the Oficina de Papel, Restauracgio do Homem, and the city
government project, came into existence only during my first 13-
month stay in Brazil. In the two years [ was away from Recife, between
mid-1993 and mid-1995, a number of NGOs had closed while others
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Lunchtime at a live-in shelter.

had been formed, and the state and city programs had been restruc-
tured.

The conditions in which most NGOs work are difficult. The salaries
for street educators are low, generally in the range of US$s0 to $150
per month in 1992 and 1993. Some even work for less than a mini-
mum wage (in the range of US$s0 to $90 per month at the time,
depending on the exchange rate). Conditions are precarious enough for
street educators in some groups to experience hunger in the middle
of the day because they cannot afford to buy lunch. “I'm starving” (#
Jfome ¢ demais), 1 heard mumbled at different times. One of the street
educators in Olinda at Sobe e Desce suffered painful headaches because
she needed glasses, but the glasses cost the equivalent of what she
earned in three months. A few of the groups work at a grueling pace.
At Ruas e Pragas the educators speak of themselves as militantes (mil-
itants) rather than empregados (functionaries, or employees) and some
worked as many as 6o hours per week in 1992 and 1993.

The NGOs are mostly funded by charities and foundations abroad,
with small supplemental grants from state or municipal sources. Before
1994 when Brazil adopted its new currency, the real, dollars went a
long way. But after the middle of 1994, the situation for foreign
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funding changed dramatically. The comparatively high price of the
real meant that U.S. and European currencies no longer had ample
purchasing power in Brazil and most NGOs came under great pres-
sure. In addition, funding from abroad tends to be short-term, and
the end of a single grant can spell the end of an organization. In 1995,
the Training Center (Centro de Formagio) was faced with the prospect
of closing when its principal grant expired.

Although most government functionaries earn menial wages, the
state of Pernambuco manages to spend vast sums of money in the
name of street children. During 1995, a study sponsored by the state
of Pernambuco counted 356 children in the streets, both working and
sleeping (Cruzada de Agdo Social 1995). Although I believe that for
once they vastly underestimated the true number (for surely there are
many more children who work and beg in the streets), all government
agencies seemed to be basing their work on the premise of there being
fewer than 400 homeless and working children in the street. Following
the July 1995 rebellion at CAP that destroyed the detention center,
a government spokesman declared that the funding for street children
would be increased to 1 million reals per month (Lucena and Andrea
1995: 1). If true, this works out to about US$2,800 for each of the
400 children the city was then saying worked and lived in the streets.

Reclamation, Salvation, and Citizenship

The Cruzada de Agdo Social (Crusade for Social Action) is a philan-
thropic government institution run by Pernambuco’s first lady (the
governor’s wife) that supplies prescription lenses, artificial limbs, and
other emergency assistance. In 1995, the Crusade had plans to dis-
tribute free bumper stickers that read “The street is no place for chil-
dren” (A rua nao ¢ lugar para criangas). As heterogeneous as the various
religious, nongovernmental, and state organizations are in their phi-
losophies and modus operandi, they all seem to be guided by the idea
distilled in the Cruzada’s slogan. Although few other agencies engage
in such wishful thinking as to believe that bumper stickers will deter
mostly illiterate children from frequenting the public spaces of the
city, all groups working with street children in Recife aim in one way
or another to distance children from the streets. The belief that chil-
dren are antithetical to streets seems to hark back to ideas deeply
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entrenched in Brazilian social history about the opposing realms of
street and home.

Taken together, the home and the street have functioned as some-
thing of a prism through which to view Brazilian society.> The home,
in its almost symbiotic form of the casa grande (the big house) and
senzala (slave quarters), was the locus of Brazilian society during the
colonial era. Thus in Casa Grande e Senzala, Gilberto Freyfe, Brazil’s
celebrated social historian, places the home at the center of his argu-
ments about economy, politics, race, and other aspects of Brazilian
society.

The big house and the slave quarters coupled with the engenbo (the
old-fashioned sugar mill) or the f#zenda (plantation or ranch) became
formidable economic and social institutions. Historians and sociolo-
gists have often highlighted the far-reaching autonomy of this form
of home in colonial Brazil (e.g., Wagley 1971 [1963]: 31). Until the
twentieth century, Brazil was an overwhelmingly rural society. In this
respect it was similar to the rest of Latin America, indeed to most of
the world. Yet in Brazil the locus of political and economic power was
entrenched in the rural house, not in the urban center (Smith 1954:
527). It is thus not surprising that Freyre found in the house certain
keys to understanding the evolution of Brazilian identity. The casa
grande and the senzala are constituted by two social categories, respec-
tively, the masters and the slaves. But within the czsz grande there
existed a hierarchy not only of white over black, but of husband over
wife, and of father over son. Fathers exercised near total domination
over children. “In patriarchal Brazil, the authority of the father over
a minor son — and even one who was of age — was carried to its logical
conclusion: the right co kill” (1968 {1936]b: 59).

With the decline of slavery came the decline of the casa grande. The
casa grande was replaced by urban and suburban mansions, and the sen-
zalas by shanties. Thus Freyre’s sequel to Masters and Slaves is entitled
The Mansions and the Shanties, or Sobradoes ¢ Mocambos. This shift brought
the then waning patriarchal family into close proximity with the street.
Freyre portrays the relationship between the street and the home as an
uneasy one. ‘‘Brazilian patriarchalism, when it moved from the planta-
tion to the town house, did not at once come to terms with the street; for
a long time they were almost enemies, the house and the street” (30).
The paterfamilias had to struggle to keep the females and children of the
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household out of reach of the street. The attempt to separate the house
from the street, Freyre (1968 [1936}a) argues, can be seen in the very ar-
chitecture of the urban mansion.

The Big House in Brazil may be said to have become a type of
domestic architecture designed for an almost Freudian purpose:
to safeguard women and valuables. The women behind grilles,
lattices, screens, shutters, or, at most, allowed into the backyard
or inner court or garden . . . the jewelry and money, hidden un-
derground or in the thick walls. (109)

The streets, Freyre observes, were not public in the sense of public
for all. They were a space for men and had a polluting effect on women
and children. Parks, promenades, and squares, he writes,

were for the use and enjoyment of the man of a certain social
position, but only for the man. . . . The boy who went out to fly
his kite or spin his top in the street was looked upon as a vag-
abond. A lady who went into the street to shop ran the risk of
being taken for a street walker. (xxvii)

Like the children who suggest that the street exerts an addictive,
transformative power over their lives, as discussed in Chapter 4, adult
Brazilians likewise point to the morally contaminating effects of the
street. Parents will complain, “We teach our children one thing at
home and they learn another in the street.” Although the middle class
may give scant thought to what it is like to live in a hot, cramped
Javela shack, it is taken for granted that the street is the worst place
for children to be. In 1995, the Cruzada de A¢do Social was even bent
on clearing the streets of working children. An advisor to the gover-
nor’s wife assured me that they planned to pay a minimum wage to
the families of working children so that the mothers would place their
children in school, this notwithstanding the fact that when actually
functioning the schools are in session only four hours each weekday,
or during about just 18 percent of a child’s waking hours in a typi-
cal week. In any case, the prevailing minimum monthly wage of
about US$115 would leave the family still mired in abject poverty
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and with little incentive to stop sending the children out to work and
beg in the streets.

Three main components of institutional help for street children in
Recife and Olinda can be identified. The first is what the groups call
abordagem, that initial contact in the street when the educadores first
approach the children. Typically they might offer pens and paper with
which to draw, a game to play, or another activity such as sewing. In
addition, the educadores ask how the children are faring in the street
and offer advice on a wide range of subjects, such as health or family
problems, and discuss possibilities for leaving the street. Simple ex-
ercises in reading and writing are also undertaken. A second type of
work with street children involves vocational training undertaken away
from the street in a permanent facility and typically in one of the
following activities: silk-screening, carpentry, sewing, broom making,
and typing. The third element of assistance takes the form of shelters
where children are offered a place to live. Generally these are located
in rural areas.

In all its forms, work with street children, I would argue, is shaped
by moral judgments of how childhood ought to be. If childhood in
Northeast Brazil can be represented by two ideal types — the nurtured
child and the nurturing child, as I have suggested in Chapter 3 — it
would seem that programs for street children aim to make their ben-
eficiaries more akin to one of these two ideal types. The international
NGOs seem to favor a refashioning of street children in the model of
protected, rich childhood; the local organizations in Recife tend to
work in different ways to shepherd the kids back into the more fa-
miliar model of poor childhood. This section examines the different
motifs employed by agencies working to help street children leave the
street. As will be evident, there is both contradiction and overlap
among these motifs, and most agencies appeal to more than one si-
multaneously.

Reclamation: Making Little Workers, Remaking the Family

Padre Ramiro, a Spanish priest who has worked with poor children in
and around Recife for many years, has two farms where street boys
live. There were about eight on each farm when I visited in April
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1993. One farm is next to a highway, just outside Jaboatdo and about
30 kilometers from Recife; the other is situated, intentionally, in a
remote location because some of the boys there have been jurados, that
is, issued a death sentence, by enemies of one sort or another.

Padre Ramiro, a self-styled liberation theologian, described his phi-
losophy of working with kids as a “therapy of sweat.” The boys, in-
deed, are made to sweat. They work long hours under the hot sun,
tilling the soil, planting, and harvesting. They tend the goats which
Padre Ramiro has imported from Europe and which he argues could
solve the problem of malnutrition in the Northeast if only people
would overcome their prejudice against goat’s milk. The children ar-
rive through FEBEM under the orders of a judge. Padre Ramiro asks
them whether they want to stay and work hard. Most of them, he
explained, head straight for the road back to Recife, but some, of
course, stay.

On one visit, Padre Ramiro handed me a book.?> He said that the
three engravings it contained summed up the objectives of his work
with children. On the cover, a bony, barefoot boy with threadbare
clothing and untamed hair saunters down the street, eating a piece of
fruit and carrying a bucket of food, probably culled from rubbish
bins. A dog attempts to remove scraps from the bucket. “This is the
street child,” Padre Ramiro said. Print number two shows two chil-
dren, a dog, and a grown woman in a narrow path between shacks.
“This is the neighborhood of the street child where he must return.”
The final print shows a young man, thin and angular but kempt,
carrying a small case. Like the boy on the front cover, he is barefoot.
“This is what we return to society,” Padre Ramiro told me, “a work-
ing child.”

Padre Ramiro speaks of his goal: recuperar as criangas, to recover or
reclaim the children. He says his approach is based on the philosophy
of sweat — that is, teaching the kids to toil under the hot sun. “The
street children must mudar de vida” — literally, “change lives,” in the
sense that one might change clothing. Padre Ramiro’s approach is one
of remaking street children, molding them into a form closer to the
ideal of working children in the urban Northeast. They are encouraged
to live in houses, not in the street, and not to use drugs or engage
in crime. Teaching them to work — on the farm, clearing fields, plant-
ing, harvesting, taking care of the father’s imported goats — is seen

158



Curing Street Children, Rescuing Childhood

as a means of providing them with the psychological and moral
wherewithal to find jobs similar to those held by other poor people.

Padre Ramiro seeks to effect a transformation through work similar
to what one might experience in a religious conversion. Although
Padre Ramiro is a Catholic priest, I did not observe him speaking to
the street children about God. Rather, he spoke about goats, hoes, and
cheese. Although he runs sessions for the mothers of working children
in which passages from the Bible are studied and compared to day-
to-day events, his office contains no religious images and one member
of his staff is even a Pentecostal Christian. Padre Ramiro sees work as
both a means to mudar de vida, change lives, and an end in itself. In
his approach to street children, work seems to take the place of reli-
gion.

Teaching street children to work is one aim of nearly every agency
in Recife. All, with the exception of Demétrio’s Comunidade dos Pe-
quenos Profetas (Community of Little Prophets, discussed later), offer
some vocational training. The Casa de Passagem, which works only
with girls and young women, has two centers in the city, the Casa I
and the Casa II. The first, which serves as the headquarters, is a drop-
in center where street girls can wash their clothes and get a meal and
where counseling and educational activities are undertaken, while the
second house offers vocational courses. In 1992 and 1993, these courses
consisted mostly of the socially defined “female” activities of sewing,
typing, and cooking.

Centers as diverse as the Escola dos Jovens Trabalhadores (School of
Young Workers), which prides itself on its radical view of social trans-
formation, and the far more traditionally oriented, government-run
FUNDAC offer almost identical vocational courses — silk-screening,
woodworking, printing, and the like — even though their explicit phi-
losophies are radically different. Work is the widely agreed-upon me-
dium for reinserting street children into “society,” and work inevitably
means the low-prestige, low-wage toil that is the lot of Brazil’s “struc-
tured” underclass — precisely the types of employment that “‘success-
ful” nurturing children in the favelas might look forward to having.

Reclamation can take place in ways other than through work. When
I first met Demétrio, the founder and leader of the Comunidade dos
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Pequenos Profetas, he told me that some of the kids who lived with
him had taken to calling him Pai, or Dad. “At first I resisted this,”
he told me. “Then I realized that it satisfied a need in the children
and I accepted it.” Demétrio calls his group a community, and the
community simulates in many ways, implicitly and explicitly, a fam-
ily. His farm is a family setting in the sense that everyone eats to-
gether, and the main building was originally a house, to which some
additions have been built. Demétrio pays for the children to attend
private school and he even chides them to clean up their rooms.

Demétrio describes his methodology as “body to body” (corpo «
corpo). “We work the self {o ser} first. We're not interested, initially,
in imparting vocational training. First you must work on the child,
reconstruct the universe that the child lost. . . . [You can’t forget} that
the child has the right to be a child.” Demétrio seems to imply that
being a child is something unattainable in the street. I do not believe
it would be reading too much into his words to suggest that “the
universe that the {street} child lost” is childhood itself. The idea, in
other words, is to restore to children a childhood they allegedly lacked
in the street.

The notion that people who have spent their early years on the street
have been deprived of childhood itself is quite common among NGOs.
At the first meeting I attended at the National Movement of Street
Children in Recife I found it difficult to distinguish between some of
the meninos (boys) and the educadores (adult street educators), for there
was little difference in terms of physical size, apparent age, and even
style of dress. Because they grew up in the street, street youths are
said to have never had a childhood. One of the ironies of work with
street children under the Children and Adolescents Act is that only a
small minority of street “children” are statutory children, that is, un-
der the age of 12, and a large portion are actually statutory adults, 18
or older.

Integrating street children into the family situates them in a present
where childhood is synonymous with domesticity and offers them a
future by rescuing them from street life. It is no accident that De-
métrio’s farm is located well outside Recife, far from the city and far
from the street. As one impressed American observer remarked to me,
“You can’t do anything for street kids in the street. You have to get
them out of the city.”
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The rural setting and the “family” ambience were staple ingredients
in work with what were once called “dependent children” in the
United States. Ashby (1984: 3) describes the Allendale farm for boys,
founded in 1895 in Illinois, as being “predicated on the belief that
placing a city waif in a rural environment, and raising him in a setting
that contained a sense of family and community, would make it pos-
sible to ‘recreate this boy.” ”

While collectively Brazil’s street children are widely seen as dan-
gerous, individually they are widely seen as needing care and attention,
Charles Loring Brace, the founder of the New York Children’s Aid
Society, warned of the dangers of street urchins in America acting
collectively and threatening the public. “Herding together,” Boyer
(1978: 96) quotes him as saying, they “form an unconscious society.”
One of Brace’s solutions was to ship street urchins from the industrial
cities of the East to towns in the West where they lived with local
residents who took them in in exchange for their labor.

In the context of Brazil, recreating society within the family and in
the rural milieu recalls the theme of the Casa Grande, where cities
were relatively unimportant and the family-run plantation was the
locus of society.

In Chapter 3, I discuss “child shifting,” or what in Portuguese has
been referred to as criangas em circulagio. For Fonseca (1989), this is the
phenomenon of children spending their formative years away from
their progenitors. The attempt on the part of Demétrio, the leader of
the Comunidade dos Pequenos Profetas, to legally adopt some 25 street
children is a quite literal attempt at shifting the children to his care.
But elsewhere the attempt is more symbolic.

The Brazilian state at national and local levels has seen to it that
street children are included in the family, if only an imaginary one.
When Recife was gearing up for its mayoral elections in August and
September 1992, none of the candidates could afford not to talk about
street children and the need to help them. When powerful men are
elected to office, they typically give their wives the task of caring for
the poor and for street children. For example, when Fernando Collor
de Mello was elected president in 1990, his wife Rosane was named
head of the Legiio Brasileira de Assisténcia (The Brazilian Assistance
Legion). At age 26 and with no prior experience in administration,
the first lady assumed control of an institution of 9,400 employees
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and an annual budget of US$1 billion.* In Recife, the wife of the
mayor traditionally runs the Lar de Assisténcia de Recife (Home for
Assistance of Recife), technically an NGO but, to all intents and pur-
poses, a municipal agency located in the very headquarters of the city
government. The acronym of this group, LAR, means home, or hearth.
Similarly, it is the governor’s wife who runs the Cruzada de A¢ao Social
(Crusade for Social Action) and it is no surprise that the first lady,
Magdalena Arraes, whose husband was elected governor for the third
time in 1994, took a keen interest in street children. In the city of
Jodo Pessoa in the neighboring state of Paraiba, street children were
a vital part of Licia Braga’s campaign for mayor in 1992 and of her
image as matriarch. Campaign footage was shot at the Republica dos
Meninos ¢ Meninas de Rua de Jodo Pessoa (The Republic of Street
Children of Jodo Pessoa), featuring the would-be mayor among her
young charges.

As Roberto DaMatta has observed, in Brazil “Everything outside
the home is ‘the government’s problem’ ” (19901 {1985} 23). Accord-
ingly, street children are frequently portrayed as a problem for the
government, and seemingly dispossessed children are shifted to the
personalized, “‘protective,” patriarchal care of the state. At the same
time, First World advocates for street children urge their audience to
think of street children as their own, for doing so ushers them into a
familiar notion of childhood and situates grownups as protectors. As
Patricia Holland (1992: 148) has observed, the image of the vulnerable
child has the effect of confirming adult power.

Salvation

Consider the names of some of the projects and institutions that cater
to street children: Childhope, Comunidade dos Pequenos Profetas
(Community of Little Prophets), Restauragdo do Homem (Restoration
of Man), Casa de Passagem (The House of Passage), Projeto Renascer
(Project Rebirth), Retome Sua Vida (Reclaim Your Life), and Semente
de Amanh3 (Seed of Tomorrow). The motifs of hope, restoration, pas-
sage, and rebirth are all components of a theme encapsulated in the
name of the British charity — Save the Children. And where salvation
is not suggested in any part of the institution’s name, it is often an
aspect of its public image and implicit in the institutional philosophy.
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Salvation is a theme with great appeal to journalists. Take, for in-
stance, the opening paragraph of an article about the Casa de Passagem
written by the British journalist Anthony Swift (1991b) and published
in Oxfam News:

When Ana Vasconcelos talked with young girls living on the
streets of Recife, Brazil, a group told her they were going to
hell. When she asked why, they replied: “This is the passage to
hell.” She asked if they would like to make a place from which
they might go to heaven. She said: “Let’s construct our own
internal feeling which allows us to go to heaven instead of hell.”
They wanted to try. (10)

Among agencies in Recife, there is talk of offering street children
uma vida nova, or a new life. The Pentecostal organization Desafio
Jovem (Young Challenge) speaks of offering a new life through Jesus.
“Vices” such as sniffing glue, sleeping in the street, and stealing,
which when grouped together constitute essz vida (that life), are
blamed on temptation by the devil, sometimes even hundreds of dev-
ils, and labeled as sin. The discipline at Desafio Jovem, where activities
such as religious study, literacy classes, and agricultural work are rig-
idly programmed and where leaders aim to reshape the moral character
of those in their care, recalls the children’s Houses of Refuge of the
first half of the nineteenth century in the United States.

In 1839 a writer described them as designed for poor, idle, and
“vagabond” children, even though they “may not have been con-
victed of any specific crimes.” In 1851 the Boston Children’s
Friend Society urged the confinement of any child whose family
situation might “tend” to make him an eventual social problem.
(Boyer 1978: 95—96)

Desafio Jovem brings together everyone from men just released from
jail to eight-year-old boys literally abandoned and living in the street.
While the sleeping quarters are separated into three age groups —
young children, adolescents, and men — the previous lives of all those
at Desafio Jovem seem to be tarred with the same brush. The group’s
efforts at rescuing are dependent on portraying the past lives of their
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charges as vice-ridden. The rebirth involves not only Bible study,
prayer, and the acceptance of discipline, but also the exchange of the
vida errada, or iniquitous life, for the vida boa, the righteous life. One
symbol of this transformation at Desafio Jovem is a change in the very
names of the children. Street children are usually known to one another
by nicknames. But those who join Desafio Jovem are called only by
their legal names. The nickname is seen as a tainted vestige of street
life to be left behind before the child commences a “new life.”

The agencies most adept at cultivating a notion of salvation attrac-
tive to foreign donors are those whose very institutional identity is
enmeshed in the personal identity of the leader. Under the direction
of Ana Vasconcelos, the Casa de Passagem launched a masterful public
relations campaign that made the tiny NGO known widely in Brazil,
the United States, and western Europe. In Britain, the NGOs Wom-
ankind International and Childhope promoted the Casa de Passagem.
In 1991, when articles appeared in the press about violence against
street children, these two NGOs wrote lecters to editors, both thank-
ing the publications for bringing attention to the injustice and intro-
ducing readers to the Casa de Passagem. One letter published in the
Independent read as follows:

Zoe Heller rightly draws attention (5 May) to the horrific murder
of street children in Brazil. Violence on this scale, perpetrated
against the most vulnerable members of society, is indeed shock-
ing and your readers may well wonder what, if anything, can be
done to protect these young people.

A human rights lawyer in Recife, Ana Vasconcelos, has at-
tempted to address that question by setting up a safe house for
street girls. It is known as the Passage House. . . .

We hope that your readers will be encouraged to know that,
against all odds, someone has had the courage to take a stand
against the death squads which are slaughtering Brazil’s children.
(Young and Fenton 1991)

The letter pits the anonymous mayhem of street life against the per-
sonal warmth and commitment of the institution’s leader. With the
exception of Padre Ramiro’s organization and the Pentecostal Desafio
Jovem, none of the groups discussed here is explicitly religious. But
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curiously, the strongest hints of salvation seem to come from some of
the secular organizations.

The themes of salvation, work, and family mirror approaches to the
poor in Britain during the Industrial Revolution. With the poor masses
flocking to the cities, those with something to lose sought ways to make
the destitute safe. The secular response was to encourage economic in-
dividualism. The religious response was salvation of the sinning poor.
There seems to be a natural affinity between the notion of recreating the
family and that of saving children. The two motifs are complementary.
The reports that marked the beginning of a surge of interest in street
children within UNICEF contained in their titles the invented word
“MyChild.” In the preface to one of these, the author writes,

This second report, which seeks above all to be the voice of some
25 million street children in Brazil, is dedicated with great love
and respect to a son named Luis Carlos whom I knew for only
an hour in Porto Alegre as he searched for his father, and to all
my sons and daughters on Brazilian streets called “garoto” [boyl.
May all who call them their children too and who seek to give
them new lives achieve together what no one of us can possibly
do alone. May we learn from the anguish of the garotos, and
may we bring them joy. Our world needs all of them very much.
(Tagon 1981a)

Here the author seems to suggest that street children are looking for
parents and that it takes only a warm heart to become one. And being
a “parent” of street children gives extraordinary power. The author
suggests that it enables one to give children “new lives” and to be
their voice — the voice of “25 million” of them.

It is the alleged powerlessness of destitute children in the Third
World that tugs at the emotional purse strings of the middle classes
in the First World. As Patricia Holland writes,

Children living in poverty, children suffering from neglect or
disadvantage, children who are the victims of wars or natural
disasters — they figure in imagery as the most vulnerable, the
most pathetic, the most deserving of all of our sympathy and
aid. They are on the receiving end of an oppression in which
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they can only acquiesce. Children are seen as archetypal victims;
childhood is seen as weakness itself. As the children . . . reveal
their vulnerability, we long to protect them and provide for their
needs. Paradoxically, while we are moved by the image of a sor-
rowful child, we also welcome it, for it can arouse pleasurable
emotions of tenderness, which in themselves confirm adult
power. (1992: 148)

Salvation is based on the notion that street children exist in a sort
of hell or, at best, purgatory on earth. To be rescued from this state,
street children must be reinserted into a recognizable form of child-
hood. Different actors among the universe of advocates for street chil-
dren portray this return to childhood in different ways. Sometimes it
is the chance to play, enjoy life, and be protected like “regular kids”
in the industrial world. At other times, the effort is to make street
children more like the ideal of the poor, working child — for example,
through Padre Ramiro’s program. But leaders of institutions that
metaphorically save children rather than simply reclaim them are often
credited with the greatest power.

Another way of saving street children is far more materialistic. It con-
sists in offering street children an alternative to the street so cushy
they would be hard pressed not to accept. Campinas is a small city
about 100 kilometers from Sdo Paulo. At first glance, one could easily
imagine this to be a modern European town. It is clean and organized,
and its shopping centers offer the city’s mostly middle-class residents
a wide array of conveniences. The roads, paved and well maintained,
are busy with family cars and modern buses. It is hard to imagine that
Recife and Campinas are cities in the same country. But just below
the surface, Campinas shares some of the same problems as Recife. I
was shown around by two street educators, university students who
first worked on their own with street children as part of their studies
in education and later joined a Catholic priest from the United States.
The priest ran a farm where about 20 street children lived. At the
time of my visit, he accepted only boys, though he had plans to build
another house for girls. The shelter occupied the picturesque grounds
of a former plantation. The administration building was located in
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Two boys and an anthropologist playing tic-tac-toe in Campinas. Photo by Isabel
Balseiro.

what was once a stately mansion, which today could double as an
upscale country inn. The kids were playing outside their house when
I arrived. In fact, they seemed to play most of the day. Previously the
children had had a teacher, but this arrangement did not work out.
So at the time of my visit, the only interruptions to their games were
two prayer sessions and three meals (the latter prepared for them by
professional cooks). The kids tended some animals — rabbits and a
horse, among others. Otherwise they had no responsibilities. At night
they slept in their own bunk beds under freshly laundered sheets and
blankets. One of the former street kids liked it so much that he invited
his two little brothers back in the favelz to move in too. After visiting
the site where the house for the street girls was to be built, I asked
one of the street educators how many girls were sleeping in the street.
She told me that at that time there were none. As shelters go, this
was a five-star hotel, ready to scoop up street girls who did not yet
exist. The idea seemed to be to give street children (real and imagined)
the closest institutional equivalent of a First World childhood.

Citizenship

The tactics described previously focus on transforming street children.
The National Movement of Street Children, in contrast, speaks of
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changing Brazilian society. It refers to children as agents involved in
the forging of their own histories.

The MNMMR was founded on the belief that children and ad-
olescents are agents with the potential to effect change, actors in
the creation of their own history. In the struggle for a society
that is more just, fraternal, and egalitarian, the Movement does
not think for or work in place of children. Rather, the Movement
carries out its work at all times with cthe children and adolescents,
the latter being agents in the construction of the Movement.’
(MNMMR-PE 1992: 30)

It would be difficult to overstate the extent to which the National
Movement of Street Children and so many other NGOs in Brazil have
been influenced by Paulo Freire’s theories on critical consciousness as
a liberating process. A native son of Recife, though widely revered
throughout Latin America, Freire argued in The Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1972 {1970)) that

the great humanistic and historical task of the oppressed [is to}
liberate themselves and their oppressors as well. The oppressors,
who oppress, exploit, and rape by virtue of their power, cannot
find in this power the strength to liberate either the oppressed
or themselves. Only power that springs from the weakness of the
oppressed will be sufficiently strong to free both. Any attempt
to “soften” the power of the oppressor in deference to the weak-
ness of the oppressed almost always manifests itself in the form
of false generosity. (28-29)

Citizenship is seen by many groups as part of what Freire speaks of
as the liberation of the poor that emerges not from false generosity
but through the combination of critical consciousness and action.
Freire writes,

Reality which becomes oppressive results in the contradistinction
of men as oppressors and oppressed. The latter, whose task it is
to struggle for their liberation together with those who show
true solidarity, must acquire a critical awareness of oppression
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through the praxis of this struggle. One of the gravest obstacles
to the achievement of liberation is that oppressive reality absorbs
those within it and thereby acts to submerge men’s conscious-
ness. Functionally, oppression is domesticating. To no longer be
prey to its force, one must emerge from it and turn upon it.
This can be done only by means of the praxis: reflection and
action upon the world in order to transform it. (36)

Citizenship is the flip side of the now much maligned concept of
assistencialismo. Assistencialismo is difficult to translate directly into Eng-
lish buc it refers to paternalistic handouts of immediate utility, such
as used clothing that, although important in themselves, do nothing
to resolve long-term structural inequalities. Assistencialismo is, in short,
the false generosity spoken of by Freire, and whereas it reinforces hi-
erarchies rooted in dependence and condescending largesse, citizenship
appeals to an ideal of equality.

The National Movement of Street Children speaks of the organizacao,
or organization, of children as being one of its principal tasks. The
movement is composed of nzicleos de base, or base cells, of children who
either participate in a similar profession, such as watching over cars,
or, as is more common, live in or frequent the same neighborhood.
Some of the nticleos have very little adulc participation, such as one
group called For¢a Jovem. In the For¢a Jovem meeting I attended,
there were no “adults” present, except myself, but two leaders of the
group were veterans of the movement, both aged 18, and most of the
participants seemed to be in the age range of 16 to 19. Other nticleos
meet in a more clearly adult-directed way. For instance, Ruas e Pragas
organizes monthly encontros, generally held over a weekend. In these
meetings, the children participate in different events such as dance,
theater, and discussion groups. Each meeting has a theme, such as S0
Jogo (the June festivals), sexuality, or the Children and Adolescents
Act. Representatives of the various base cells around Recife and Olinda
meet on a weekly basis in the office of the movement to discuss what
the cells have been doing and any general business.

An activist with the movement argued for the importance of im-
pressing upon the kids both the social dimensions of their predicament
and cheir individual rights as citizens.
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For a child in the favelz it is a heroic act to leave home. In
the favela there is no room to dream, there are no colors, every-
thing is dark. In the street there are bright colors, the children
can have fantasies and dreams. You need to take advantage of
the potential of this act. When you ask the kids why they are
in the street, they usually say it’s because their family is so poor,
because they are immigrants from the countryside, because their
mothers hit them. But they don’t see that there are no bourgeois
kids in the street. They see leaving home as an individual act.
They don’t see that there are social factors involved.

The activist’s words echo Freire’s belief that so long as one internalizes
the ideals of the oppressor, liberation is not possible. “Only in the
encounter,” Freire (1972 [1970}: 186) writes, “of the people with the
revolutionary leaders — in their communion, in their praxis — can this
theory be built.”

Citizenship is a complicated notion in Brazil. As DaMatta (1991
[1985]) has pointed out, in most situations the idea of citizenship
carries deeply negative connotations. DaMatta’s argument is based on
the premise that in Brazil laws are conceived of as being relational:
“In Brazil, no one escapes from family ties or from certain links of
friendship, in much the same way that in the United States it is
impossible to escape from one’s alma mater, from one’s social security
number, or from one’s credit card” (99).

DaMatta observes that merely referring to someone by the term
cidaddo, or “‘citizen,” nearly always borders on a slur. As a citizen, one
loses the relational ties of family and friendship. One becomes anon-
ymous. When confronted simply as citizens by the authorities in the
anonymity of the street, Brazilians may ask, “Do you know who you
are talking to?” In so doing, they hope that the relational laws will
protect them since the universal ones almost never do: “In Brazil, the
individual who is isolated and lacks relationship . . . is considered very
negatively, revealing only the solitude of someone . .. who is a mar-
ginal human being in relation to others in the community” (84).

Historian Linda Lewin (1987) has argued persuasively that the ex-
tended family, parentela, has been pivotal in twentieth-century oligar-
chic politics both in the Northeast and nationally. The elaborate
kinship networks of the elite, fortified through first-cousin marriages
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and intertwined economic enterprises, do not have a corollary among
today’s urban poor but, even so, street children do not want to be
identified as lacking a family and a neighborhood. When on a number
of occasions I took street kids to hospitals or clinics, I noticed that
they always claimed to live at home, with their mothers, in a specific
neighborhood, even if they had not shown their faces there for years.
Similarly, many of the children who told me that they lived at home
and only came to the street during the day to work or play revealed
later, when I came to know them well, that they also slept in the
street. The relational ties to their families remained crucial to them,
if only in an emotional and, frankly, imaginary way.

The notion of rights, so fundamental to citizenship, is viewed am-
biguously in Brazil. Margarete once described the street girls at a
particular agency as being cheias de direitos. When I asked her to explain
what she meant by “full of rights,” she said that they were bossing
one another around, trying to “be bigger” than one another. Even a
street educator, referring to the movement’s farm, confessed to me,
“The first time the kids go, they are cooperative. But then they adopt
an attitude. They think they have a series of rights and they stop
cooperating.”

Notwithstanding the lack of a priori appeal inherent in the idea of
citizenship, some groups such as Ruas e Pragas strive to encourage the
notion among street children. In contrast to other groups that seek
special medical attention for street children, Ruas e Pracas seeks to
make impersonal and frightening public institutions — clinics and hos-
pitals — accessible to street children just as they are, in theory, to all
Brazilians.

If citizenship is a complicated notion in Brazil at the theoretical
level, it is also a difficult notion at the practical level. When street
kids explain why they do not work, they often say it is because they
do not have documents; frequently one of their vague plans for the
future is “to get my documents” (¢irar meus documentos). By this they
refer to six or seven legal papers ranging from birth certificates to
military registration, from voter registration to work permits. Typi-
cally, street kids lack all of these. The children often speak of their
ability to work or advance in life as being inhibited by the seemingly
endless series of bureaucratic hurdles implicit in getting their docu-
ments. Thus Ruas e Pracas, as well as other groups, will sometimes
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help children obtain one or two of the more vital documents, such as
birth certificates. When I asked an educador at Ruas e Pragas why the
group helped kids to get their documents, he replied simply, ‘““These
are important for all citizens.”

The most vital of the documents is the General Registration Card,
usually known as the carteira de identidade or identity card. For kids
who are under 18 but look as though they could be de maior (of legal
age), it is desirable to have an identity card. On the other hand, for
those who are over 18, the document is not usually convenient; it
means they must be taken to adult police stations if arrested, and it
implies a legal termination of the status of being meninos de rua (street
children), rendering them, almost officially, adult malandros, or dan-
gerous rogues.

Reclamation, Salvation, and Citizenship: Moving from Street to Home

Describing social conflicts during the early period of urbanization in
Brazil, Gilberto Freyre (1968 [1936}a: 107—108) wrote: “Many a for-
mer slave, degraded by freedom and the living conditions of the town,
became a street idler, ruffian, thief, prostitute, and even murderer —
the terror of the bourgeoisie of the mansions.” It would not be far-
fetched to view alarmist images of the malogueiros as the contemporary
equivalent of Freyre’s description of the “degraded” freed slave. Un-
fettered from rural bondage and resituated in the city street, the man-
umitted slave struck fear in the world of the patriarchal home;
likewise, impoverished children, moved from favelz shack to thor-
oughfare, from home to street, have become the dread of contemporary
urban Brazil.

Roberto DaMatta (1991 [1985): 100) observed that “no one lives
in a fully social way without a family, without the imperative and
instrumental network of personal bonds.” By living physically sepa-
rated from families in the impersonal milieu of the street, street chil-
dren are a living oxymoron. Their very existence is made in some way
illicit through the manner in which protective laws are interpreted in
Brazil: when poor children are photographed in the street doing almost
anything, even sleeping, their eyes are covered over with black bands,
a practice that, to my dismay, was necessary to follow in this book.
Although the explicit rationale is to avoid harm to the children from
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the likes of death squads, the effect is to make the very status of being
a street child appear illicit.

While street children have been used by some to exemplify the
vulnerabilities of childhood, they have also been refashioned in another
way — as harbingers of the danger posed to society (inevitably con-
strued as a world that does not include street children) by the unsu-
pervised young. The approximately two dozen police officers called in
to rid the Law Faculty of street children and street educators in the
episode that opens this book were clearly sent on behalf of those who
perceived young people in the streets as dangerous.

A few groups have attempted to address children within the milieu
of the street — that is, they have concerned themselves with rights
that are part and parcel of an incipient notion of citizenship. But the
house remains the dominant motif of work with street children; street
kids are encouraged to be more like the poor children who work and
inhabit the favelas, or they are elected for salvation into a home that
elevates their saviors. This latter “home” may imply a notion of pro-
tected, nurtured childhood, which is said to be natural and appropri-
ate, or else be the symbolic Brazilian home favored by politicians,
where the condition of children is indicative of the well-being of the
Brazilian nation.
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A 12-year-old who left home at age six told me that he had spent six
years in the street, three in a shelter. Because the arithmetic so ob-
viously did not work out, I asked him to explain what he meant. He
repeated himself, only clarifying that during three of the six years that
he had been 7z rza (in the street) he had been in a shelter. Such
exchanges raise a question — do the children see institutions as a means
of leaving the street or merely as one element of a larger concept of
street life? If the institutions aim to reclaim children (recuperar as crian-
gas), uproot them from the street (tirar eles [sicl da rua), offer them a
new life (wma vida nova), or give them rights as citizens, what do the
kids see in the institutions?

In all of the talk about street children, there is scant analysis of the
institutions that seek to represent, aid, or even rescue these children.
What little is said about the institutions seems aimed only at raising
money for them. Whereas the previous chapter sought to examine the
approaches of agencies that help street children, this final chapter turns
the tables and examines how the kids see the institutions. I argue that
street children in Recife tend to view the social service institutions as
an integral part of street life, not as a way out. They may even envisage
the institutions as freguéses, a concept introduced in Chapter 2 and
elaborated on here that I translate as “clients.” Their own visions of
change, however, are remote from the adult concepts of salvation, rec-
lamation, and citizenship.

Where gender-appropriate, I asked in my survey whether respon-
dents had been to each of a series of institutions. Those who said they
had were asked whether they had liked the place, why or why not,
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Table 6. Anthropological Interviews: Reasons for Leaving Shelters

Questions and responses Number

Why did you leave the place (the shelter)? (Porgue vocé saiu de
a2y
I felc like it 1
I didn’t like the rules
I had to leave
I had fights with other kids
The food was bad
Other

~N N W W W

“N = 32 responses from children who had left a live-in shelter. Question posed
in an open-ended fashion.

and why they had left. Of the sample of 50, 39 respondents had been
to at least one live-in institution.

Typically children who had been to an institution said they had
liked the place. In all, 19 of the 23 who had returned to the street
from an institution said they had liked at least one shelter., When
asked why they had left, the answers varied widely. Sometimes it was
because they had turned 18 and were forced to leave, sometimes their
mothers had fetched them. But of those who left of their own accord,
most explained their departure by saying, “I felt like it” (porque e
quis), while a number cited poor food, fights with other kids, or re-
strictions such as not being able to smoke or having to take a bath.

For the institutions, it is more often than not a patent challenge to
convince kids to stay and a bitter disappointment when they do not.
The children’s perceptions of the shelters typically clash with those of
the educadores. For instance, as noted in the preceding chapter, Padre
Ramiro speaks about “reclaiming” (recuperando) children through the
“methodology of sweat”; the kids, on the other hand, speak admiringly
of the father’s imported goats. Discussions about sexuality are a staple
service at the Casa de Passagem, bur the girls spoke to me instead
about such immediate benefits as a place to wash their clothing and
get a meal.

While street educators at different projects may talk of the larger
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goals of social or spiritual change (e.g., through the discovery of God,
at Desafio Jovem), the kids more typically mention material benefits.
When discussing why they liked the shelters, the kids would fre-
quently cite such perks as “You get fed at the right time” (tem « comida
na hora certa) or “You get a place to sleep, there’s television, and you
can swim in the river” (tem dormida, tem televisdo, tem banbo de rio). The
end result is something akin to what Snow and Anderson (1993: 93)
have called a “revolving door” phenomenon when speaking of homeless
people and shelters in Austin, Texas; the institutions in both settings
may offer their beneficiaries a respite from the street without extri-
cating them from it.

Included here are some exchanges and comments concerning insti-
tutions in Recife that I believe both illustrate some of the findings of
the survey and serve as a point of departure for discussing how the
children view the institutions.

Tobias: Have you been to Desafio Jovem?

Tuco [male, aged 16): Yes.

Tobias: Did you like it?

Tuco: Yes.

Tobias: Why?

Tuco: There was a lot of food, a lot of work, a place to sleep.
They have everything.

Tobias: So why did you leave?

Tuco: I liked it, but I missed the street {fiquei com saudades da
rual.

Tobias: Have you been to Padre Ramiro’s farm?

Tuco: Yes.

Tobias: Did you like it?

Tuco: No, I didn’t like it because you have to get up at five
o’clock in the morning, put on boots, get dressed, and clear the
forest.

Tobias: Why did you leave?

Tuco: There was a kid threatening to kill me.

Female {aged abour 16). The Casa de Passagem? Since the first
time I went I thought it was very good, excellent [/ega/]. But

176



Street Children and Their “Clients”

on the other hand, I think the Casa de Passagem is horrible
[ruim] because there are girls there who are motormouths, they
like to argue with the other girls. They grab a knife, a fork, to
hurt you! They horse around, bug the technicians. The Casa de
Passagem, right? There you get supper at the right time [z bora
certal, breakfast at the right time, which is in the morning.

Robson {aged 12} Yeah, I've been to Desafio Jovem. It's good
there, we’re the ones who make the rules in the house, there’s a
house for us to live in, a bunch of us maloqueiros.

Tobias: Did you stay there for a while?

Robson: 1 only spent a week, then I left.

Tobias: But if you liked it, why did you leave?

Robson: You eat every day, take a bath, have breakfast, dinner,
all those things.

Tobias: Did you get tired of that, the bath, the schedule?

Robson: Yes. Whenever you want to leave you can. So I left
and came back here [to the street}.

Cheira {male, aged 17} Yeah, I've been to Padre Ramiro’s farm.
I worked there cutting grass. It’s good there, there’s lots of vo-
cations they teach you. And the priest is great with us.

Tobias: How long did you spend there?

Cheira: Four months. There’s Desafio Jovem too.

Tobias: Have you been to Desafio Jovem?

Cheira: Yes.

Tobias: How long were you there?

Cheira: 1 didn’t spend much time there. About two or three
months.

Tobias: Why did you leave those places?

Cheira: 1 didn’t like them because when you go to eat, there’s
no meat, you can’t smoke, there’s no coffee, just tea, you eat only
yam and cassava, because they say that if you eat meat it makes
you want to smoke. . .. I got fed up so I left. I didn’t like it. I
went back to the street to steal, smoke pot, take Rohypnol.

Pipoca {male, aged 17} FEBEM {[pausing, looking off into the
distance and sounding philosophicall, FEBEM is like a hotel,
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and the monitores are our waiters. They may catch us today, but
before it’s tomorrow we've blown that joint.

Opinions on the institutions are clearly mixed, the contrasting views
often expressed amid an “on the one hand” this and “on the other
hand” that. The children tend to express happiness about the things
they receive, such as food, clothing, or a place to sleep, but dissatis-
faction with restrictions such as not being able to smoke and toward
the fights that break out when so many street children are brought
together in a confined space. When conflicts erupt in the street, ma-
logueiros tend to move on to a new spot for a while. The ease of spatial
mobility in the city serves to diffuse tension. So when such conflicts
erupt at shelters, as they so often do, the most obvious form of reso-
lution short of violence is moving on.

If the need to avoid confrontations makes shelters an unlikely place
at which to stay indefinitely, conflict resolution is also a part of what
makes the shelters attractive in the first place. If the police, another
youth, or anyone else has made a credible threat and staying in the
street is deemed imprudent, the most obvious place to go for children
unwelcome or unsafe at home is a shelter. Children sometimes even
show up voluntarily for detention at FEBEM. But to the extent that
shelters are a place to wait for a threat to subside, their appeal is only
a passing one.

In a study of male alcoholics in the skid row areas of U.S. cities,
Wiseman (1970) examined how (to use her term) “social controllers”
such as police officers, social workers, and missionaries saw the services
(and regulations) they enforced in very different ways than did the
alcoholics themselves. Generally devoid of formal training, job refer-
ences, a fixed place of residence, and a predictable and steady income,
skid row men would need to be ingenious and persistent in securing
the resources necessary for their existence — shelter, food, drink, and
medical care being the most essential. The skid row resident’s existence
depended in part on his ability “to locate things that can become
resources to supply food and shelter if they are used in a way other
than that generally intended. Even the institutions and organizations
created specifically to provide necessities as a charity can be redefined
and ‘worked’ so as to offer more than bare comfort” (18). Skid row

178



Street Children and Their “Clients”

alcoholics employed diverse strategies to secure maximum benefit from
all available resources.

For instance, some of the missions provide bed facilities, al-
though usually only on a nightly basis unless the man decides
to accept the rehabilitation program that is offered. One man
conjured up a picture of Skid Row alcoholics playing a sort of
gigantic musical chairs with this resource: “Actually, you could
get a free bed every night if you went to all the churches and
missions around here. You could get by taking a different one
each night.” (23)

Skid row men captured the normative objectives of charities and would
sometimes even feign conversion to Christianity to please their bene-
factors; they would likewise redefine certain social institutions to suit
their own needs. Thus, alcoholics in need of a warm place to sleep
would actually on occasion ask the police to arrest them. In a more
contemporary examination of homeless people in the United States,
Snow and Anderson (1993) have likewise portrayed the divergent ways
in which the homeless and the caretaker institutions view the services
offered by the latcer:

Many of the homeless . . . view participation in rehab programs
as a last-ditch effort to survive. A large number do not perceive
themselves as having substance-abuse problems, and an even
larger number have little faith in the agencies’ promises of suc-
cess. . . . Nonetheless, in order to gain access to the facilities and
services, they often present at least a facade of openness to the
agency’s ideology. (288)

Street children in Recife also “work” the institutions, appealing to
the latter’s moral framework when convenient, and spurning it when
not. In Portuguese there is a verb that I believe is useful in describing
the way maloqueivos see the process of securing resources. Descolar is
used in informal Brazilian speech to signify to “score” or “come up
with.” For instance, descolar uma grana means “to come up with some
money.” Literally, the word means “to unglue”: co/zr meaning “to
paste,” and des being equivalent to the English prefix “un-.” Although
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Brazilians may no longer associate descolar with its etymological roots,
the idea of ungluing serves as a poignant metaphor to explain how
street children in Recife and Olinda conceive of the task of obtaining
the daily necessities of food, clothing, and money. All of these things
are there; they simply need to be unstuck.

Shoplifting is referred to as descuido. Descuido means ‘‘carelessness.”
When no one is watching, when the shopkeepers are being “‘careless,”
one can snatch clothing, candy, or anything tempting. The verb refers
to what others are failing to do — watch over their merchandise — not
to what the kids are positively doing. Likewise, all sorts of things can
happen when someone d# um vacilo, that is, lets down his guard or
screws up. One youth summed up how he gets money and things: “I
beg, panhandle, steal, whatever falls in the net is fish {0 que cair na
rede € peixe}.”

To a large extent, I think, the institutions are viewed as one type
of fish that falls into the nets of street children. In the same way that
kids ask for money in the street, they ask for clothing, food, money,
and other favors at the institutions. Generally they are not surprised
when they do not get what they request, but this by no means prevents
them from persisting in their mission. And if there’s no meat in the
stew, they will complain.

During a visit to one shelter I met a group of children who told
me that they did not plan to go back to the street. I had no reason
to doubt them. They seemed well adapted at the shelter and they did
not need to worry about the violence and danger of sleeping in the
street. There was plenty of food, though they had to prepare it them-
selves, and although they had serious chores they also had extensive
leisure time to play soccer or dominoes, watch television, or dance.
But several weeks later I found three of them in the street sniffing
glue and asking passersby for spare change. I sat down to talk with
them to find out why they had left. “We're on vacation,” one of them
told me. “But we’ll go back after New Year’s.”

The endless demands and complaints of street children coupled with
their failure to embrace what their benefactors view as important op-
portunities are a source of deep frustration in the work of street ed-
ucators. I remember my own dismay when trekking into the city at
dawn one day to take Camilla to the doctor. She insisted she would
not go without fresh clothing so I had assembled a pair of shoes, a
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skirt, and a top. Rather than showing gratitude for what I saw as my
largesse in making the special dawn venture into town, being willing
to wait for hours at the clinic, and coming up with clothing, she
instead complained that I hadn’t brought her any soap. Street educa-
tors who earn paltry salaries and work in difficult conditions speak of
being worn down by the constant demands of street children. One
friend commiserated, “I can’t even buy new shoes for my own son and
I spend the whole day out working with street children. ‘Lady, give
me a pair of shorts, find me some sandals.” They never stop asking
you for things.”

In Chapter 2, I referred to a conversation between one of my neighbors
and two street children. My neighbor asked one of the boys where he
had gotten a nice new shirt and pair of shorts. He said from a freguesa.
Hozana was shocked at his use of the word. She explained to me,
“Freguesa, if you look it up in the dictionary . . .say I always go to
the same market stall to buy meat. The butcher will call me a freguesa.
But for him {one of the kids], it’s the person who always gives him
clothing.”

Its etymology is ambiguous, but most dictionaries suggest fregués
(the masculine form of the noun) comes from the Latin filix ecclesiae,
or son of the church (see, for instance, Machado 1952). Indeed, one
meaning of the word in Portuguese is parishioner. But today, it tends
to be used in reference to a regular client of a business. However,
fregués has a double meaning. It can refer to a regular purchaser or to
a regular vendor. One might conceive of the children as freguéses of the
agencies in the sense that they are members of the “parish” and also
regular clients of the services. But one could also look at the relation-
ship the other way around, seeing the agencies that fall into the wide
“nets” cast by the children as members of the street children’s parish.
Some malogueivos even suspect the latter depend on them.

Speaking of one leader of an institution in Recife who made a film
about street children, a youth said,

I presented something of what I know how to do, others pre-
sented what they know how to do, which is shooting up. . ..
And what did he give us? Nothing. Nothing more than a simple
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basket of food, two kilos of beans, two kilos of rice, and he
wanted us to live on that for a year! Now he profited. He took
the film abroad. Abroad a film about us, about the street children
of Pernambuco, is worth more than a porno flick!

Referring to the leader of the same institution, a 19-year-old who had
grown up in the street said, “He grew at our expense” (swbiu & custa
da gente). The kids, especially the older ones, tend to be suspicious of
visits by foreigners to local institutions. More than once I heard the
complaint, “They’re showing us off so they can get money from the
gringos.” It is in order to draw attention to the ways the children render
a service for the agencies and to how they conceive of the agencies as
an integral part of street life that I speak of the latter as “clients.”

Children will often spurn what those at the institutions and else-
where view as monumental opportunities. Toward the end of my stay
in Recife, a boy I knew, Adriano, had met a man who sold jewelry in
the street. The man liked him and offered to teach Adriano how to
make jewelry that he might eventually sell on his own. The man
invited Adriano to stay at his house, an offer the boy accepted gladly.
But Adriano stayed only long enough to eat everything in the refrig-
erator and grab some jewelry before he made his way out through a
window. He had acted in a similar fashion at SOS Crianga. SOS
Crianga is an advocacy organization that in principle offers no direct
services, but the director often helps out individual street kids in
different ways. She had once allowed Adriano to sleep inside the office.
He stayed for a period of about two months. Then one night he ate
all the cheese in the refrigerator and slipped away.

Every institution around the city seems to be able to tell of countless
similar cases. The leader of one group offered extraordinary assistance to
one young woman. He bought her a small house in a favelz, gave her a
job with the vital carteira assinada (social benefits), and took care of one
of her babies. But in time, she quit the job, abandoned the house, went
back to the street, and demanded the return of her daughter, who was
later seized by the police and placed in the Casa de Carolina.

My neighbor and friend Hozana invited the boy briefly adopted by
the soccer star (see Chapter 5) to live with her. “You'll be part of the
family, you'll have your own room, you won'’t sleep outside — only
dogs sleep outside,” she told him. “You’ll have to work — not be a
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servant, but help out just like my children help out — and obey me.
Would you like that?” The boy nodded shyly and Hozana shed a few
tears, thinking she was going to truly transform the boy’s life. I too
was overcome with emotion, because it seemed to me that for once I
was going to see a happy future for a street child. But when he de-
clined to make a firm commitment, Hozana said the boy could think
about it overnight and come back and tell her the next day. Yet he
did not stop by her house for quite some time, and only then to ask
for food.

Although the material trappings of shelters or offers to live with
middle-class families are attractive to street children, many aspects of
these situations are in direct conflict with a street ethos based on
spontaneity, insubordination to authority, and solidarity with other
deeply rejected young people. What are in short supply are stories of
children who have lived in the street for a prolonged period of time
and made what can be assumed to be a definitive departure. One of
the very few such youths I met is the one I refer to as David in Chapter
4. He had spent two years in the street without going back home. He
recalled how he made the decision to leave the street.

I've known about Ruas e Pracas for a long time. They taught
me so many things that clicked with me. They said that we had
to change our lives [mudar de vidal and so on, that if I didn’t
make a move I wouldn’t become anything. So the thing to do
was go forward and I went forward [o jesto era caminbhar e caminbes}.

But David was exceptional in that once he decided to leave the street,
he never slept there again in subsequent years. During my fieldwork
I met many kids who had left the street for institutions or who even
returned to their mothers, but it was by no means certain that their
departure from the street was definitive. One boy named Dogival who
left the street and went to live with the Pentecostal Christians at
Desafio Jovem asked to take my tape recorder to a quiet spot to record
a message for what he called “vice-ridden” children (viciados) in the
street. On the tape, he said that when he had been in the street he
had known only “false witnesses,” that he had lived “stealing and
sinning.” He urged other kids to do what he had done, telling them
to leave the street, cease to sin, and come to Jesus. But when I returned
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to Desafio Jovem a couple of weeks later I was told that he had run
away.

When children leave institutions they tend to use the word fugir —
literally “to flee” or “to escape.” The educadores find this term offensive
and prefer the term sair, “‘to leave.” “After all, no one is tied up here,”
said a volunteer at Desafio Jovem. The one place about which it is
acceptable to use the word fugir is the state institution CAP, where
children do need to flee to get away. But even when they escape from
CAP or a shelter, their flight is by no means definicive. In a six-month
period in 1992, CAP records show 17 children actually returned vol-
untarily.

It is readily apparent to the kids that the institutions aim to “up-
root” them from the street. One young transvestite even described
CAP as a potential route for leaving the street: “[CAP] is a way of
changing a child’s life — if the child toes the line {se elz seguir a veta}.”
But the kids themselves seem to hold views of how one leaves the
street that are generally very different from those held by the insti-
tutions discussed in the previous chapter.

When children live in the street, home remains a constant point of
reference. As explored in Chapter 4, street children speak of the street
and their lives in it in opposition to the homes where they once lived
and which they possibly still visit. Home is typically seen by the
children and their would-be benefactors alike as the only escape from
the street aside from death. Perhaps because of the great stigma, not
to mention the hardship, of living in the street, malogueiros tend to
cling to the belief that they should — and, moreover, will — leave the
street. They often ridicule the adults who are homeless, radically sep-
arating themselves from them. As they physically mature, they strug-
gle to retain their links to childhood in different ways: through the
use of glue (which is considered a kid’s drug), through hanging out
with children younger than themselves, through lying about their age,
and through referring to themselves and others of their own age as
malogueivos or even meninos. There are even a few maloqueiros, like those
mentioned in the Introduction, who are in their early 30s. Malogueiros
distinguish themselves from the homeless adults, I believe, by holding
on to a sort of bourgeois dream of eventually marrying, working, being
a homeowner, and having a couple of children. Below are examples of
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what two kids, both about 17, thought it took to leave the street. The
two exchanges took place in CAP.

Tobias: Have you spent some time in the street?

José 1 spent a year and two months in the street, then I spent
two more months. I went back to my house. I ran away again.
... 1 spent two years sniffing glue. I saw it wasn’t getting me
anywhere [vi que nio dava resultado] and 1 found myself a girl that
was, oh so good — you know what I mean? I liked her, she
tripped me out, I tripped her out {¢/e fez minba cabeca, en fiz a
delal.

Tobias: So you quit using glue, Rohypnol, pot and went home?

José: 1 quit everything and now I need some strength {23 pre-
cisando de uma forgal. 'm going to see what I can get out of that
judge,” see if he’ll find me a job or do something for me. By the
look of things he might just be the goody-goody type [sem assim
#ma cara de bonzinhol, but he rattles on at the mouth too much.
No, it looks like he’s punishing us, we’re all full of fury {raival,
I think we’re going to start a rebellion. . . . What we want is
some strength {#ma forga]. All that judge does is talk and pocket
what’s his. He has to help us get on the right track [endar certo,
na linhal.

Cheira: We [street children} rob one another, because it’s the
only way we have to survive. We don’t have a profession. Some
of us know how to read, some don’t, and we have to take life
like it comes, we have to steal. But one day, I hope to quit this
life and work, have a kid, a wife, live in a quiet house, walk in
front of the police without anyone thinking I'm a thief. You
know, be like an honest person, earn my money without being
called a thief, without being called names. When the police hit
you and everyone stares, you feel embarrassed. . . . To quit this
life { pra pessoa deixar essa vida} you have to have a lot of willpower.

The two exchanges, 1 believe, exemplify views commonly held by
street children about leaving the street. Consider the second passage
first. Cheira inserts his dream of leaving the street between descriptions
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of how he experiences life in the street; it is but a brief respite between
“we have to take life like it comes, we have to steal” and “When the
police hit you and everyone stares. . ..” The thought seems to cross
his mind between the moment he is caught and the next moment
when the blows from the policeman’s club come raining down on his
head. Like most street kids, he speaks of the street as a form of life —
essa vida. In order to quit that life, what is needed is forga de vontade,
or willpower, something that presumably comes from inside. Leaving
the street, in other words, requires quitting one “life” for another,
giving up the lived reality for a distant dream. The vehicle for making
the transition is personal effort. That street children would believe
that what they need in order to leave the street is mostly their own
willpower is congruent with their portrayal of the street as a deviant
form of life. Because they tend to blame themselves in explaining why
they are in the street, they tend to view those who aim to help them
in various ways: with gratitude, since their “clients” are offering some-
thing immediately useful; with dislike, because the “clients” are
“stingy” and do not offer enough; and with disdain, for they suspect
their benefactors are gaining something at their expense.

José speaks of the humiliation he suffers at having his mother appear
at his hearings, and of the rwivz that grows in him while locked up
in FEBEM. He says it was he who decided to “quit everything,” the
drugs and the street alike, and how a girlfriend was a part of his
decision to quit. But while he hints at the need for forga de vontade,
willpower, he also speaks of another sort of forga, the forga that comes
from an external source, in this case the judge. Forge means force,
strength, vigor, compulsion, or, perhaps more figuratively, a helping
hand. In his use of the word, José asks for something concrete, a job
or “something for me,” but at once expresses his need for something
of an almost spiritual nature, something to make him walk nz linba,
literally straight along the line or, figuratively, on the right track. So
even though it is something coming from the outside, a change in
himself is implied.

If street children see esse vida, that life they lead in the street, as a
betrayal of motherdom (see Chapter 4), it is not surprising that they
tend not only to blame themselves for their predicament but also to
place the onus of responsibility for leaving the street on their own
shoulders. The implications of this for institutions are far-reaching. It
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means that adult motifs of “salvation” from an outside benefactor are
irrelevant, that street children believe themselves unlikely to become
working children, and that discussions of citizenship and rights fail
to resonate. What is left for street children when they view institutions
is an opportunity within the street. Alchough the institutions may say
they are offering a new life, the kids may merely seek a pair of rubber
sandals. Acts of assistencialismo, the short-term paternalistic handouts
shunned by most activist organizations, are cherished by the kids.
Although street children speak of living in the street as a vice, for
most the fantasy of leaving street life, essa vida de malandragem, remains
just that, a flicker of a dream within an everyday life of drugs, crime,
and violence. Rejected in their own homes and in the favelas, screec
children find a solidarity among their peers that otherwise eludes
them. In a world where they are the ultimate outcasts, it is this shared
sense of difference and of glaring ostracism that offers street children
a sense of belonging. While many agencies wish to #proot children
from the street, the kids are busy #ngluing what is immediately useful
to them within street life; while benefactors speak of giving the chil-
dren a new life, the latter plead for a pair of shorts, money, and a
snack. Street kids view the resources of the institutions as there for
the taking, though one must be cunning and persistent to extract
them. And when one has no need for them, why hang around?
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CONCLUSION:
THE EPHEMERAL LIVES OF
STREET CHILDREN

In the Introduction, I outlined why this book does not have the re-
strictive aim of proposing policy recommendations. I argued, among
other points, that if one’s goal in writing about street children is to
offer ideas on how to eradicate a problem, one can hardly view those
people seen to embody the problem as autonomous beings in a social
world. Reduced to something to be cured, street children become ob-
jects in a distant debate among adults. This book has aimed to treat
street children as socially significant protagonists while also bringing
into focus the adult debates in which they are enmeshed. Yet, while
I believe it base, even harmful, to reduce street children to a problem,
the lives of children growing up in the streets of Recife and other
Brazilian cities are fraught with problems. A danger is therefore im-
plicit in refusing to think in terms of change. Feigning the role of
the detached observer in the face of an intolerable status quo is to
accept tacitly that same status quo or, worse, to hide behind the cyn-
ical vogue of treating the brutality of social life as so much text.” This
final chapter employs the main themes of the ethnography — identity,
violence, the relationship of street children to institutions, and the
idea of childhood itself — to reassess the problem-ridden worlds of
street children and considers the question of the future, that is, of
what may lie ahead for street children.

Violent Representations

In Threatened Children: Rbetoric and Concern about Child-Victims, Joel Best
(1990: 177) argues that the success of the missing children’s move-

ment in the United States in the early to mid-1980s lay in “the
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organization and culture of the contemporary social problems market-
place and in the appeal of the crusaders’ message.” The message was
appealing because no one was in favor of children going missing; be-
cause the well-organized advocates were riding a tide of activism
rooted strongly in the civil rights movement of the 1960s; and because
new alternative television news and quasi-news programs such as To-
day, Sixty Minutes, and Donabue — all with time slots to fill and in
search of emotionally captivating topics — were conducive to spreading
the message of the advocates for missing children.

Appropriated into an adult-driven marketplace for social problems,
street children have become somewhat like the photographs of missing
children whose faces briefly populated milk cartons in the United
States, symbols of larger debates. In the case of street children, these
debates relate to, among other things, the vulnerabilities of unpro-
tected children and the danger posed by unsupervised children. While
advocates for missing children focused attention on cruel, deviant
adults who abducted, raped, and killed children, campaigns in behalf
of street children have privileged a concern for undeniably vulnerable
children over a serious engagement with the oppressive socioeconomic
conditions under which both domiciled and homeless Third World
children live.

The first piece I regrettably wrote on street children is a fine ex-
ample of how street children have been recruited into an issue-hungry
adult world. As mentioned in the Introduction, I was asked by an
NGO to write a booklet about street children as a background doc-
ument for a meeting of parliamentarians. The conference in fact was
about family planning, but the “street children problem” was brought
in to widen the appeal of the event. In a planning session it was
decided that street children were, literally, “a sexy topic.” The idea
was clever, if cynical: whereas family planning is controversial in many
countries, street children, on a certain level, are not. No one is in favor
of children growing up homeless.

What is controversial in Brazil about street children is not only the
violence against them, but the crimes they commit. During a visit to
the Anibal Bruno men’s prison, I met a smartly dressed man who at
first I took to be a lawyer visiting his client. He turned out to be a
prisoner sentenced on several charges of bank robbery to more than
100 years. Despite facing what sounded like a dim future, Jefferson
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wasn’t worried. “Money talks!” (0 dinbeiro fala mais alto), he would
exclaim at regular intervals during our long conversation, explaining
with bravado how he had already escaped from jail on two occasions,
the last time from a maximum security facility. We began discussing
one of the street youths I was visiting, and he let me know how, in
an almost fatherly way, he had been trying to convince the boy to
give up petty theft.

Look, I told him: you have two choices: either get a job, or
move on to something more ambitious, like bank robbery. If you
go and hold up some poor man in the street who's wielding a
pickax, he’d rather kill you than hand over his month’s salary.
Bur if you go into a bank where the people are dressed in suits,
they won'’t shoot you. And there’s a lot more money there.?

Jefferson had a point. A friend of mine who used to work in a bank
reminisced one day about how his colleagues looked forward to hold-
ups because in the confusion that ensued they could always stuff their
own pockets with money. In Brazil, while condemnation tinged with
quiet resignation is expressed in the face of white-collar crime and
corruption, a more violent reaction is often reserved for those who
practice small-time, street-level crime. Petty crime renders street chil-
dren feared and hated and vulnerable to retribution. Sometimes mug-
ging several people a day, Recife’s self-described malogueiros live with
exceptional risk.

Concerned adults outside Brazil generally focus on the victimhood
of children who grow up in the street and attribute the violence
against such youths to an alliance of state (police) and business (mer-
chants who lose customers frightened off by the presence of unruly
youths).> Elements of both groups, particularly the police, live up to
the accusations against them, but at some point it is also necessary to
consider the violence and crime in which street children engage, if for
no other reason than because the principal victims are other children.
I refer not merely to the violence that street children self-destructively
inflict on one another, but to the small number of street children,
sometimes wielding knives, razors, or broken glass, who hold up doz-
ens of people each month. As the bank robber Jefferson suggests, petty
thievery renders street children easy targets for adult rage.
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High-profile campaigns to protest death-squad murders of street
children in Brazil have undeniably had a few positive effects. They
helped create the environment that has allowed the National Move-
ment of Street Children, which has fought in behalf of the rights of
all poor children, to become a leading social movement in Brazil; they
may have helped move forward efforts to implement the Children and
Adolescents Act, for they focused attention on the conditions of young
Brazilians; and they put the police under scrutiny.

But as argued in Chapter s, relatively few children living in the
street are murdered by death squads today. Attention could usefully
be refocused on police torture, ranging from vigorous slaps to the hand
to electric shock, from pistol whippings to leaving prisoners hanging
upside down, practices that affect poor detainees of all ages, regardless
of whether they live in the street or in homes. Although I found that
street children in Recife were more likely to die at the hands of their
peers than at the hands of the police or death squads, violence carried
out by the authorities no doubt encourages the children to act out the
violence they themselves experience. In the case of the preso de ordem
system, in which prisoners are made to torture other prisoners, the
police are clearly setting up their “helping hands” to be murdered.
Street children and poor children in general would be aided more if
attention were focused not on the rare, tabloid-friendly executions of
sleeping children but on the pervasive, everyday abuse on the part of
the police and other officials.

One of the worst forms of abuse must be that experienced by some
young children confined to the juvenile detention center and molested
by their older peers or locked up in the illegal solitary confinement
chamber. It used to be the case that some children literally grew up
in FEBEM; now, with the Children and Adolescents Act, detentions
cannot legally exceed 45 days. As set out in the act, the function of
facilities such as CAP (as the old FEBEM in Recife is now called) is
that of a sort of triage center where children caught for an infraction
or, in some cases, lost or in danger are held temporarily until appearing
before a judge. The judge has a variety of options, including releasing
the children to their families, sending them to another institution such
as a shelter for street children, or sentencing them (if aged 12 or older)
to a secure facility. Yet 45 days for a young child never exposed to an
institution like CAP can be devastating, as the testimony of Edson (in
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Chapter s) illustrates. Beyond bureaucratic inefficiency or the desire
to use CAP as a jail, there is probably no reason to force children to
stay more than 24 hours. Although the law on this waiting time is
unlikely to be altered, organizations such as the National Movement
of Street Children should be supported in their efforts to make the
period as brief and humane as possible.

This book makes the case that the concern over violence affecting
children needs to go beyond the street to take into account the violence
children suffer at home. In their homes and neighborhoods, children
are exposed to beatings and sexual assault, but above all, they are
exposed to the violence of hunger and poverty that renders the street
a materially attractive alternative. Focusing exclusively on the crimes
committed against a small but highly visible population of street chil-
dren does little for the vast, hidden population of “home children”;
rather it gives the probably misguided impression that there is nothing
worse than growing up in the street.

Street Children, Childhood, and the Street as a Right for
“Home Children”

In his history of U.S. children of newly urbanized, working-class fam-
ilies in the first two decades of the twentieth century, David Nasaw
(1985: 41—42) writes that “There was nothing new or extraordinary
about asking children to go to work. Only recently has childhood
become — almost by definition — an age of irresponsibility.” Viviana
Zelizer (1985) has argued that by the 1930s changes in the social
value of children in the United States had consolidated to the extent
that children came to be viewed as economically worthless while emo-
tionally priceless. Today, children in the United States, as in most
advanced industrialized countries, are nearly always a financial liabil-
ity to their families. An article in the magazine Working Mothers
(O’Connell 1997) cited data from the Department of Agriculture in-
dicating that U.S. families with incomes in excess of $55,000 spend
on average $10,510 annually on their children from birth to the age
of two years. Although children in the First World have come to
represent an economic burden for their parents, their noneconomic
value has come to be deemed incalculable.

Among the poor of Northeast Brazil a contrasting — and once far
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more widespread — logic prevails: children are valued, in part, accord-
ing to their success at contributing to the household economy. This
is not to suggest that fzvelz parents do not place a high noneconomic
value on their children; rather, families whose survival requires con-
tinuous resourcefulness expect children to nurture the household, and
children take pride in doing so. Successfully helping their families is
likely to enhance their status in the household. Thus, discouraging
poor urban children in Brazil from working in the street, far from
protecting them, will likely weaken their ties to the home.

To an extent, urban children can contribute to the household while
physically at home, especially by minding younger siblings. But the
household’s survival, of course, ultimately depends on the ability of
its members to secure money or goods from outside. Poor urban chil-
dren in Northeast Brazil have an important role in bringing in re-
sources, but their options are limited. Some of the principal means of
earning are:

* hawking items that require little capital, such as popsicles or chewing
gum

* apprenticing with a mechanic, furniture maker, or another working-
class adule

* working as a guide for visitors (an especially common practice in
Olinda)

* doing odd jobs such as washing store windows or carrying around goods
at the market

* helping their parents in their work

* begging

* scavenging for items that can be sold, such as glass bottles, cans, and
cardboard

¢ petty theft.

A cursory look at these options reveals how problematic they are: even
the cost of the styrofoam box needed to carry around popsicles is
prohibitive for many families and, while the profit margin is small,
the competition is great; there is little demand for apprentices; Olinda,
the principal tourist destination in Pernambuco, already has more than
100 young guides and on a typical day only a small fraction as many
visitors willing to pay for a tour; in many situations, children are not
allowed to work alongside their parents (this is often the case, e.g.,
when the mother is a maid) and do not necessarily augment household
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A young guide showing a visitor the view from the Alto da S$é in Olinda.

income when they do; begging is a competitive arena with a dearth
of prospective donors; scavenging for cardboard, bottles, and cans re-
quires capital, in the form of a care, is competitive, and offers little
financial return; petty crime is dangerous for the children and gener-
ally shunned by mothers. In short, the informal sector opportunities
open to children are competitive, sometimes dangerous, and offer only
meager financial rewards. Nonetheless, at different times most poor
children in urban Northeast Brazil engage in some of these or similar
activities.

As if the difficulties inherent in these working strategies were not
enough, children’s strivings to nurture the household are stymied in
another way. Their aspirations are in conflict with global moves toward
discouraging child labor and with the notion, particularly strong in
Brazil, that the street — the principal venue for urban children’s re-
munerated work — is a contaminating realm, perforce out of bounds
to children. For poor families in Northeast Brazil living almost hand
to mouth, the economic contribution of young children can literally
make the difference between survival and starvation. Children in
Northeast Brazil rarely fulfill their dreams of giving their mothers as
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much as they would like to — many of the children I knew told me
their greatest dream was to give their mothers a new house — but most
give a lot, especially if their contribution is measured in terms of
effort.

Poor children speak not only of the obstacles they face in their
attempts to nurcure the household, but of the consequences of failing
to succeed. It is worth revisiting the words of the boy quoted in
Chapter 4 who explained his view of the origins of street children.

Perhaps because there is so much popcorn being sold in the
street, a kid won't be able to bring money to his mother. So his
mother gets worried, frustrated because there’s nothing to eat,
and hits the kid. The kid, afraid to go back home without money
and get hit, just sleeps in the street. He picks up the vice [pege
o vicio} of sleeping in the street. He gets hooked [ficz viciado],
afraid to go home. Then he picks up other vices like sniffing
glue, smoking pot, and so on.

Street life is an alternative to home life, bur it is a violently unap-
pealing one for most children precisely because it is a confirmation of
their failure to nurture the household.

Street children live within larger political and moral economies that
both shape their existence and are shaped in subtle ways by their
existence. On a number of occasions I was recruited by mothers in the
Javelas to photograph their babies. The mothers would always scurry
to collect as many artifacts of impersonal capitalism as they could find
and place them around their babies — laundry soap in a brightly col-
ored box, a tin of infant formula, a transistor radio, the odd plastic
toy. While the urban poor (including street children) of Northeast
Brazil pay homage to the trappings of a consumer society from which
they are largely excluded, they are also well aware of their position in
relation to what we might call a larger political economy.

The political economy, a term I use loosely to denote the macrolevel
political and economic systems under which power relations are played
out and resources distributed, is a part of the backdrop against which
street children assess the benefits of leaving the street and returning
to the fold of working, nurturing childhood, and it is the political
economy that makes it clear to street children that, materially, home
life has little to offer chem. Asked to tell me about all the things in
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her house, a five-year-old called Negona could only think to mention
“mosquitoes” and then, after a moment of reflection, “mud.”

Why then do so many children stay at home? Why was the rigorous
census of street children sponsored by the city council of Recife (de-
scribed in Chapter 4) able to identify only 212 children and adoles-
cents sleeping rough, rather than the tens of thousands that the city
would have if it conformed to UNICEF’s suggestion that Brazil has
at least 7 million street children?

This book could surely be criticized for not treating extensively the
question of political economy. It is, after all, only the oppressive struc-
tural conditions of urban poverty in Brazil that make living in the
street a materially rational alternative for some children — an unthink-
able choice on those grounds for most children in the First World.
But in aiming to place children at the center of this narrative, I have
attempted to privilege what I view as their ways of interpreting their
predicament. Faced with a political economy that offers them little of
a material nature beyond mosquitoes and mud and scant hope for the
future, poor children in Northeast Brazil appeal to a moral economy
that highlights the importance of their nurturing position within the
matrifocal family.

The term “moral economy” I borrow, in a reshaped form, from
James Scott, who, in turn, borrows the notion from Marxist historians.
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In his study of agrarian societies in Southeast Asia, Scott (1976: vii)
argues that “The problem of exploitation and rebellion is . . . not just
a problem of calories and income but is a question of peasant concep-
tions of social justice, of rights and obligations, of reciprocity.” In a
similar fashion, if children’s decisions to leave home or stay home
hinged merely on where they could find more food or where they could
acquire more money, few poor urban children would bother staying
in shacks where there is little to do and less to eat. It is the children’s
sense of a moral economy that makes them stay at home.

Whereas Scott writes about a moral economy that is upset by com-
mercialization in agriculcure, by the advent of the bureaucratic state,
and by new systems of taxation and tenancy — that is, by outside forces
impinging on the subsistence ethic of peasants — I employ the term
in a similar but inverted sense, referring to the moral economy of the
home that poor children in Northeast Brazil see themselves as respon-
sible for maintaining. The incentives to live at home, work, and stick
to what the children call the righteous life (¢ vida boa) are great,
precisely because street life implies a breach of their obligation. Street
life undermines the role of children within matrifocality, recasting the
nurturing child as social pariah.

Beginning with Raymond Smith (1956), matrifocality has been
studied from the adult perspective. This book has aimed to turn the
tables, delving into the relationship between matrifocality and the
child’s sense of self. Whereas Aptekar (1988) maintains that in Co-
lombia early independence in the form of living in the street is en-
couraged by matrifocal families, I argue that children in Northeast
Brazil see the situation in diametrically opposed terms. Street life —
what the children call esse vide — is a betrayal of their role in the
matrifocal household. In the street, the children are physically es-
tranged from their mothers and thus from their guidance and protec-
tion (whether real or merely yearned for); and they use resources for
themselves, not primarily for the household. Although malogueiros may
speak of bringing home money to their mothers — and indeed many
do — most of their resources are kept for themselves and quickly spent
in the street. Thus, rather than the child going from the home to the
street and back to the home with the purpose of harnessing the in-
come-generating possibilities of the street for the nurture of the home,
the economic life of street children begins and ends in the street.
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Rather than bringing home life-sustaining necessities such as food and
clothing, malogqueiros spend much of their money on street diversions
— drugs, video games, and candy; rather than earning “good money”
through work, they earn what they call “bad money” through crime.

Efforts at preventing children from working in the street threaten
the position of poor urban children within the home. The more dif-
ficule it is for children to bring in resources to households that not
only desperately need the fruits of child labor but morally expect them,
the more vulnerable the child’s status becomes. Where schools occupy
at most only four hours a day of a child’s time and home does not
offer the physical space for children to play, the street is an invaluable
resource. Poor children play mostly in the mud lanes that run near
their shacks, but inevitably they also play and work on the city streets.
Denying them that possibility, given the dearth of alternatives, is to
enforce a social and economic apartheid likely to sink destitute house-
holds into even deeper poverty. Thus, any “solution” to the plight of
street children must consider first how to make the lives of “home
children” more rewarding. Declaring the street out of bounds will only
make the home less viable.

The Future

Observers seem to wonder whether street children inhabit a sort of
Rousseauian state of nature and innocence or whether their lives are —
as in the Hobbesian embodiment of primitive society — nasty, brutish,
and short. On the one hand, Aptekar (1988) argued that street chil-
dren in Cali, quite unlike their image as psychologically battered drug
users, were growing up in a generally healthy, adaptive way. While
in no way glorifying the conditions of street children in Kathmandu,
Panter-Brick et al. (1996: 441) suggest that given the comparatively
worse nutritional status of children in rural areas and squatter settle-
ments, ‘urban homelessness may represent an appropriate response to
circumstances of poverty.” On the other hand, Dimenstein (1990) de-
scribed a “war” on children in the streets of Brazil, and the image of
street children being hunted down by killers is common in the media.

In assessing the conditions of street children, this book treads some-
thing of a middle line. By placing street children within the context
of what they have left behind — childhood in the favelas — it is possible
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At home with my dog. Photo by Daniel Aamot.

to see that street life has certain redeeming features. Children may eat
better in the street than they would at home. This is not to say that
street children do not experience considerable hunger — both their
incomes and their resources in kind are secured with great irregularity.
But those children adept at stealing have considerable purchasing
power compared with the poor in the favelas. Ironically, some of the
street children bring in — and quickly spend — a good deal more every
month than the street educators who try to help them. In addition,
many street children fashion elaborate networks of support from people
who give them food, clothing, and other resources. Street children
often have ample time on their hands for diversion. In the neighbor-
hood where I lived, the street children could regularly be seen playing
checkers, competing at video games, drawing, flying kites, riding on
the backs of buses, even paddling rented canoes. They slept when they
wanted to, sought food when they were hungry, and there was no one
to tell them what to do. Despite their professed adoration of their
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mothers, their adage “chiefs are for Indians” (quem tem chefe é indro)
could probably also describe their feelings about supervision at home.

But my research in Recife did not lead me to share the sanguine
view of others that street children live amid a supportive network of
friends and are likely to simply grow up and become much like other
poor adults. Jill Swart (1990) writes hopefully of street children, or
malunde, in South Africa,

Given the opportunity, children are likely to enter stable em-
ployment situations. The malunde want to become taxi drivers,
photographers, clerks, electricians, builders, doctors, lawyers,
bishops, and sign writers. One wants to be a policeman. They
plan to be people of worth in the community and to raise chil-
dren who will not have to live on the streets. (126)

Aptekar suggests that living in the street might be “the beginning
of a heroic adventure, often in a community of peers and friends — an
adventure that has been portrayed in the literature of many cultures
as a requisite to finding one’s own identity, which is, after all, the
function of adolescence” (1988: 195). Implicit in the statement is the
idea that for poor Colombian children, spending some of their early
years in the street may merely be a natural part of the life cycle, a
character-forming experience that is part of growing up.* Elsewhere,
Aptekar (1989: 435) has gone so far as to suggest that stints of living
in the street may have a salutary effect on children.

For most of the children {in a sample of 56 street kids in Cali},
being on the streets was not a permanent lifestyle, nor necessarily
a pernicious one. Only a small group of older children were on
the streets for long periods of time without getting assistance
from some family member or benefactor. If these children were
using an excessive amount of drugs, were suffering from addi-
tional nutritional problems, or if their general emotional health
was deteriorating with time on the streets, then the test results
would have shown that these children had more pathology than
the younger children. Indeed, according to our results and con-
trary to expectation, age and time on the streets seemed to me-
diate their problems. (435)
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Aptekar explains that this is due in part to the fact that “most of the
children were not actively abandoned, but were growing up in an
orderly fashion that allowed them to take their place in the existing
subculture of urban poverty” (435). The situation of children in Cali
and in Recife may not be easily or even usefully comparable because
most of the Colombian children, according to Aptekar, were returning
home. But I emphasize the argument that living in the street did not
hinder the prospects of success for the Colombian children who live
in a milieu of urban poverty because I found precisely the opposite to
be true in Recife.

In an article about children growing up in the street, Judith Ennew
(1994b) recounts a conversation she had with a street child at a con-
ference in Brazil:

Some while ago, I shared a cigarette with 13-year-old Marcus in
Rio. We were both feeling depressed by the non-productive
events of the Second International Meeting of Street Children in
Brazil. It was not easy to communicate — he in Portuguese, I in
Spanish. But we managed somehow.

After a while, I asked him about his family. He had two
brothers, he said, but he never saw them. And as for parents?
No, they were not a significant part of his life. He had some
contact with a state institution. “But really,” he said, “my
friends are bringing me up.” (409)

Ennew employs the anecdote as a point of departure for reassessing
ideas about the peer-based affective relationships of street children.
She argues that “such children develop supportive networks, coping
strategies and meaningful relationships outside adult supervision and
control” (410). She also draws attention to the problem of policies
based on the idea that children outside adult control are perforce worse
off than those at home and dangerous to themselves and to all those
around them. Elsewhere, Ennew (1994a) makes the point that there
are scant data on what happens with street children in the long run.
Notwithstanding this important caveat, she writes,

What [information we do have} hints . . . that they do not re-
main on the street. They taste its freedom as children — when
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they are able to make a living there. But once they become youth
it is not possible to beg, they need more money than can be
gained in casual street trades, they settle for mainstream society,
albeit in casual work and poverty. They marry or cohabit, have
children, find a dwelling of some sort. (9)

Street children in Recife spoke to me about friendship in varied ways.
Many said that they had no friends at all. “We don’t have friends,
just colegas {peers}” was how Margarete described it.> Others spoke
warmly of their relationships, explaining that, notwithstanding the
strife, “We're all friends.” But none suggested anything approaching
the idea that their mothers (“parents” are hardly a packageable concept
for Brazil’'s urban poor) were “not a significant” part of their lives or
that their friends were “bringing me up.” On the contrary, their anx-
ieties about the future were resolved only through wishful thinking
about a reapproximation to their mothers and to homelife.

As Ennew (1994b: 413) herself has lamented, street children have
been studied mostly through “anecdote or statistics collected . . . with-
out comparison with control groups.” I believe it important to add
that they have been studied anachronically. Research on street children
has been mostly like a snapshot, a portrait at a particular moment in
time, with no effort to discover what happens over the long run. I do
not pretend to redress the lack of longitudinal data here, but the
devastation of human life I saw in following street children closely
over a mere three years and then through the occasional news that
reached me over an additional two years has led me to draw conclu-
sions very different from those of Swart, Aptekar, and Ennew. Here is
what has happened to some of the street children discussed in this
book.

Margarete, of Chapter 1, was expelled from the shelter where I first
interviewed her because she hit another girl over the head with a brick.
After a short stay with an aunt, she returned to the street. She gave
birth to a baby girl in a public hospital, then returned briefly to her
aunt’s house. A job was found for her in a municipal créche. Later,
she was committed to a mental hospital and her infant daughter was
placed in a state institution. Margarete was then released — to the
street — where she soon became pregnant once more. Shortly after her
second child was taken from her she was said to have suffered a mental
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breakdown and then disappeared from the streets. When I returned
in 1995, no one had heard from her in months. Most assumed she
was dead. There was no trace even of her babies, for when I tried to
track them down at the Casa de Carolina, I was told they had been
given up for adoption. In 1997, to everyone’s surprise, Margarete re-
surfaced, in the mental hospital.

Carlos, interviewed in my first radio workshop (Introduction), was
in the men’s prison, Anibal Bruno, the last time I saw him. He and
three companions had been accused in mid-1993 of using a brick to
smash the skull of a schoolboy who refused to surrender his watch.
Alejado, whose mother speaks of her attempts to coax him off the street
(Chapter 2), was accused in the same case and so was Manoel, the youth
who threatened to smash a large rock over the head of Marcelz (Intro-
duction). In mid-199s, all three were still in prison. In 1997, I learned
that Carlos and Alejado had been murdered.

Beto, who interviewed Carlos, remained in the street. An NGO tried
to help him set up a market stall so that he could work his way out
of the street. They built a stall for him, reserved a place in a neigh-
borhood market and gave him enough money to make his firsc
purchase of produce. He took the money and ran. He subsequently
threatened a street educator with a gun and was thereafter refused any
help from the group. His brother Zezinho (Chapter 3) was murdered
by someone he was attempting to mug.

Z¢ Luis, accused of murdering Cristiano (Chapter 5), remained in
jail, the last I heard.

Mbonica, the girl in Chapter 4 who said she would be a maloca [sic}
all her life, was pregnant for the third time, the last I knew. Her first
baby died, the second was taken to the Casa de Carolina. I do not
know what has become of the third, but am reluctant to inquire. In
1997, I learned that Ménica had taken a job as a street vendor.

Bia (Chapters 2 and 5) participated actively for about a year in an
educational program for street children. Then she suddenly abandoned
the school. When I saw her in 1995, she was nearly always very high.
Her body was more scarred than ever and she had few teeth left. She
lived with her newborn in an abandoned, roofless house. A street ed-
ucator friend wrote to me in 1996 to say that she found the baby with
cigarette burns across her body. She wrote, “I became extremely an-
guished. My first impulse was to take her to my house, but I know
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that is not the best solution. Every day they [the street kids at the
abandoned house] have a more depressing quality about them and less
hope of improving their lives.”

Sdcrates, the boy who describes his beating by the police in Chapter
5 (“if a person gets kicked a lot in the belly he might what? Die!
Yeah, he might die”), was arrested, accused of stealing a wallet. He
spent nearly two years in Anibal Bruno, the men’s prison. Upon his
release, he returned to the street.

Jodo Defunto, discussed furcther on in the Conclusion, was released
from prison, to the street. In 1997 I learned he had been murdered.

Cheira, of Chapters 5 and 7 (“one day I hope to quit this life and
work, have a kid, a wife, live in a quiet house, walk in front of the
police without anyone thinking I'm a thief”), was also murdered.

I heard about Marconi, the youth who insisted I record his testimony
of how the police had murdered his best friend Luquinha (Chapter 5),
from the mother of my godson. In a letter she dictated for me in
1994, she recounted how Marconi was “found dead on the Olinda
beach with three bullets in his head.”

A 15-year-old whose words do not appear in this book stabbed to death
his inseparable chum Maguinho (Chapter 5). That was 1993. By the
time I returned in 1995, he was said to have committed two more
murders.

One young boy who participated in a vadio workshop at the Law Faculty
(Chapter 2) fell off the back of a bus and was killed instantly when
run over by another bus.

Adriano (Chapter 7), the boy who raided refrigerators whenever he
got the chance, was murdered and no one was saying by whom.

Walter, spoken of as something of a bully by his chum Exfrisio
(Chapter 2), went into hiding after committing a murder. Eufrisio,
the last time I saw him, was leading much the same existence, adept
as always at breaking into houses during the night. He had scarcely
grown.

Iracy, who helped me with some of the interviews, wrote me a
desperate letter in 1994, at that time aged about 17, to say that she
was pregnant and jobless.

When I returned to Brazil in 1995, having been away for two years,
I found many of the surviving children on the same corners where I
had left them. Only the situation always seemed worse. Eliane (Chapter
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2), the 15-year-old who looked no more than 12 in 1993 and who
hoped to fill her mother’s refrigerator with yogurt before she died,
was pregnant for the third time.

Camilla, the pregnant 17-year-old mentioned in the Introduction
and elsewhere (e.g., Chapters 5 and 7), was raising her baby, in the
street. The gaunt toddler, aged two when I met her in 1995, was
suffering from a chronic respiratory disease. She was so malnourished
her hair had not grown in fully and she had never slept in a bed.
Camilla, who once shunned drugs, had become a habitual user of glue
and a variety of pills and, though still under the grip of her abusive
boyfriend Tadex (Chapter 2), she exchanged sex for money and drugs
with a much older man. Although she was not using contraception,
she desperately wanted to avoid another pregnancy. In 1997 Tadeu
was murdered.

Marcela (Chapter 2), the transvestite, seemed to be giving up any
hope of ever realizing her dream of being a designer or opening a
beauty salon and she seemed to be losing her looks, of which she had
been so proud.

Germano (Chapter 2) moved on from stealing bicycles to stealing
cars and from statutory adolescence to adulthood, which landed him
in jail. Somehow he was released, and he returned to the street.

Upon my return to Brazil, I heard no reports of children “returning
home” and no reports of street children finding jobs and leaving the
street except to live (for a time?) in a shelter. Latinamerica Press (1996)
reported on a photojournalist who in 1990 took a picture of 17 young
people, from the ages of 8 to 21, living in the streets of Sdo Paulo.
Almost six years later, the daily Folba de Sdo Paulo looked for the
children. They found that “Of the 17, eight are in prison, two are in
FEBEM . .. four still live in the street, and two are dead. Only one,
now 18, has changed her lifestyle and works as a domestic earning
US$80 a month.” The street children in Recife fare similarly, though
I have never heard of any becoming domestic workers and the mor-
tality rate is surely higher.

Agencies working with street children discuss engaging their charges
in a “process,” but the objective of this process is nearly always loosely
defined in terms of a variety of unlikely transformations. But three

205



At Home in the Street

institutions with very distinct approaches have had success in keeping
some children (doubtless a minority of those in their care) off the street
for long periods of time. These are the Comunidade dos Pequenos
Profetas, where Demétrio maintains a farm with a “family” atmo-
sphere; CAMM, where street children live without full-time adult su-
pervision and with remarkable autonomy; and Desafio Jovem, the
rigid, Pentecostal farm for drug addicts and street children. All of
these institutions are dependent on the whims of foreign donors and
local government agencies, and it is uncertain what will happen with
these children in the long term. Demétrio plans to have them stay
“forever.” The directors at CAMM say they hope to reintegrate the
children into their original homes (normally they only accept children
with some family links). When I returned in 1995, some of the same
kids were at the CAMM farm while others had simply left and re-
turned to the street. It is uncertain what happens at Desafio Jovem,
but many of the children were taken in at a very young age, some
when as little as eight or nine, and are simply growing up in this
Pentecostal community. Others stay for a time, and then run away.
But to my surprise, some youths who had been in and out of many
institutions decided to stay at Desafio Jovem. As one “recovered” lay
worker at Desafio Jovem explained to me, “We substitute one drug
for another, God for the street.” Nowhere is the attempted transfor-
mation of street children more radical than at Desafio Jovem, where
street life is equated with sin. But since street children are accustomed
to speaking of street life as a vice, this philosophy seems to click with
some of them.

Those who aim to turn malogueiros into working children and future
working adults or who wish to engage street children in political
activism have remarkably few success stories. Around 1992 and 1993,
NGO:s in Recife seemed to point to the same two children when citing
such cases. One became a militant with the National Movement of
Street Children. But his return home, to a crowded hovel in a favela,
did not solve all his problems. He remained illiterate, unemployed,
even hungry, and reaching adulthood jeopardized his role in the move-
ment. The other, David, of Chapter 4, found a steady job as a silk-
screener. As the main breadwinner of the household and the only
member with formal employment, he doubtless saved some of his
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youngest siblings from starvation. But when I visited, the family of
11 and counting lived in a two-room shack without running water.

Some street children, as discussed in Chapter 7, are offered oppor-
tunities, such as to live with middle-class families, or a relatively well
paying job, but desist. Whereas Aptekar (1988) argued that the worst
enemy of street children was their increasing age, I think the malo-
queiros of Recife would say their worst enemy is what they describe as
the addictive power of street life itself. Support for institutions work-
ing to remove street children from the street must start with painful
recognition that many street children, when presented with seemingly
attractive alternatives, still opt to live in the street. Likewise, despite
large-scale efforts to effect street education in Recife, that is, to teach
children in the street, I never encountered a child who had learned to
read or write in the street.

But I also take something of a middle ground when it comes to
discussing the importance of organizations that work with street chil-
dren. Although it would be easy to cynically disregard as ineffectual
much of the work being done, the value of this activism cannot be
quantified simplistically in terms of how many street children have
been “saved.” Despite all of the frustrations that agencies in Recife
have experienced in trying to awaken in street children a yearning for
a new life and a new society, their persistence is not gratuitous for it
forms part of a struggle for life and human dignity. Activist and
service-providing organizations are gripped by the certainty that if
they give up on the malogueiros, they are handing them over to be
killed by the police, by thugs, or by other angry children. Indeed,
when observing malogueivos in Recife, one has the distinct sense that
childhood in the street is a fleeting condition, not because it inevitably
leads to adulthood, but because it leads to early death or something
equally intolerable. Efforts to change this reality cannot be dismissed.

In speaking of their own futures, I found street children walked a
tightrope between two extremes. Often, they spoke of an almost for-
mulaic dream.

Vamp {male, aged abour 16}: {I'd like to] get a job, a woman,
get married, have my children and leave street life {esse vida}.
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Whoever lives that life has nothing to lose. It’s just be killed or
die.

Renata {female, aged 15): [What I want is] to have a house to
live in, to not need anything from my mother, for me to have
enough to give to her.

Patricio {male, aged about 17} [What I want is] to work, have
my child, my house, my wife.

They speak, on the one hand, of what I earlier referred to as a bourgeois
dream (a spouse, a house, an “honest” job, and a couple of kids). On
the other hand, Vamp hints at a different future he and so many other
street children envisage, namely premature death — which turned out
to be only too true in his case.

When asked what happiness meant for them, the children’s answers
varied. But there were also commonalities: houses, mothers, families,
school, and work figured prominently in their answers, the same ele-
ments they spoke of when thinking hopefully of the future. In the
questionnaire, I asked each respondent whether she or he would like
to have children. A typical answer went as follows:

Jacilene [aged 15): Yes, yes, I'd like to have just two, a casa/ (a
girl and a boy).

In fact, of the 35 children who said how many children they wanted
to have, only 5 (14%) gave an answer other than one or two. Whenever
optimistic talk about the future arose, the children almost universally
expressed the desire to have either one child or a csa/. Nothing trou-
bled me more than seeing infants in the street, and with a certain
righteous determination I initially argued at length with children
about the dangers of early pregnancy and encouraged them to use
contraception. Speaking with boys about using condoms proved fruit-
less, and the closest I ever came to introducing any of the girls to the
world of contraception was convincing an already pregnant Camilla to
attend a sex education session at a family planning clinic, a require-
ment for the prenatal exam for which she never showed up. Although
no girls told me they wanted to be pregnant immediately, parenthood
was consistently part of what I believe is a way street children — both

208



Conclusion

male and female — have of imagining their way out of the street. Thus
while street children hardly cling to a belief in salvation from outside,
they seem to treat their own reproduction as a type of salvation they
themselves can effect.

For gitls, the thought of having children may be a painful resig-
nation to the realities of an inevitable adulthood, but it is also part of
an imagined way of creating the opposite of street life, of producing
the most essential component of home life — the emotional link be-
tween mothers and children. In a region where children almost uni-
versally say the person they love most is their mother, it is no surprise
that motherhood and the concomitant possibility of being adored con-
stitute a powerfully attractive hope for girls.

Street children have an ambivalent attitude toward adulthood. Be-
ing an adult means being treated as one before the law — that is, being
sent to adult prisons rather than to juvenile detention centers from
which escaping is easy. Living in the street, they also prefer to think
of themselves as children, for being a street adult is a painful confir-
mation that their dreams of leaving “that life” have not been realized.
For adolescent boys, parenthood, preferably with multiple women, is
a means of confirming an important facet of their ideal of manhood.
Riding the bus to the Anibal Bruno jail to visit Jodo Defunto, a
maloqueiro who had recently turned 18, I met his girlfriend, Luanda,
then pregnant by him. After being refused entry to the jail because
she lacked identification, she gave me a package to deliver to her
boyfriend. Upon my telling Jodo Defunto about the package, he asked
if it was “from Katia?” Katia, as I later learned, was also pregnant by
him at the time.

“No,” I said, a bit confused, “it’s from Luanda.” His mother, who
was visiting at the time, giggled with evident pride and explained,
“He’s got women coming out of the woodwork” (ele 24 cheio de mulberes).
For young people, male and female, who literally possess nothing but
their bodies, reproduction endows them with the possibility of crea-
tion. But their dreams of family life in the comfort of a home, they
know, are unlikely to be realized. As I left Brazil in 1995, Camilla
asked me when I would be back. When I told her it would probably
be a couple of years before I returned, she said she would be dead by
that time. I protested weakly, but she insisted, “Street children only
have three futures: prison, insanity, or death.”
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Street Children, Reproduction, and Apartheid

Childhood has emerged as a specialized domain: pediatrics, compulsory
schooling, child psychology, and Disneyland, to name just a few now
taken-for-granted institutions, are all recent inventions. In the United
States, new parents are greeted with a barrage of mail-order catalogs
peddling every imaginable accoutrement for child care — each product,
from breast pumps to diaper disposal machines, billed as indispensa-
ble. As Ellen Seiter (1993: 2) describes it, “The message is no less
than this: mothering is the most satisfying and fulfilling experience
life has to offer — so long as one has the right equipment.” Another
type of equipment, that used for children’s play, is at present contrib-
uting significantly to the U.S. trade deficit with China, because China
is the leading manufacturer of toys for American children.

Legislators in the First World debate the minurtiae that color the
character of childhood: school prayer, viewer ratings on movies and
video games, regulations for child car seats. But what is beyond con-
tention is that, as the habitat of humankind is inexorably transformed
from rural to urban and economies from subsistence-based to market-
driven, the practice of raising children has become pivotal in debates
on where nations and the community of nations are headed. Sharon
Stephens (1997: 10) has drawn attention to the relationship between
constructions of childhood and constructions of the nation: “It is pre-
cisely because childhood so often still tends to be seen as natural and
innocent, ahistorical and apolitical, that it is eminently fitted for use
within nationalist visions and projects, with a wide range of conse-
quences for the lives of actual children.” At the same time that chil-
dren are the subject of nationalist rhetoric everywhere from Singapore
(Wee 1995) to Croatia (Povrzanovi¢ 1997), Indonesia (Shiraishi 1995)
to Britain (Holland 1992), they are also appropriated as symbolic rep-
resentatives of an emerging global community based in no small way
around the consumption preferences and popular culture of children
and youths.

Chris Jenks (1996: 67) has observed that the child has become “an
index of a civilization — witness the outrage and general disapproval
at the revelations concerning Romanian orphanages, an obvious sig-
nifier of the corruption of Communist structures!” Images of child-
hood are vital to everyday Brazilian conceptions about the United
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States, and the reverse is also true. For so many Brazilians who know
only a few things about the United States, one of those things is al-
most invariably “Disney,” that is, Orlando’s amusement park world
of eternally happy childhood.® In contrast, Americans familiar with
just a few things about Brazil tend to know that death squads kill
homeless children there. If the state of childhood is to any degree “an
index of civilization,” as Jenks suggests, the lore of popular culture
places street children and Disneyland as markers at opposing ends of
the spectrum. First World claims to a privileged state of civilization
are buttressed through condemnation of the plight of the Third
World’s street children. Street children, who undeniably suffer, are
for the First World the obverse of its own still diverse notions of
childhood, fomenting through their shock value a consensual position
on the vital elements of childhood. In their negation of what is fa-
miliar and dear in childhood, street children reassure a world still ill
at ease with its own patterns of reproduction, of bringing children
into adulthood.

While it is problematic to essentialize the paradigm of the “world’s
children,” I do believe there are a few essential elements in the emerg-
ing global paradigm of childhood. An increasingly urban, market-
based world coupled with state-regulated education as the principal
means of preparing the work force and international pressure to reduce
or eliminate child labor have meant that the appropriate, “natural” —
not to mention only feasible — habitats for children are school, home,
and commercially ambitious play places, from amusement parks to
shopping malls. Whereas in certain contexts it was thought of as nat-
ural for children to play and work in the street, for instance in New
York City at the beginning of this century (see Nasaw 1985), today’s
street children find themselves in a prohibited realm. And it is easier
and cheaper for a world troubled with its own patterns of reproduction
to focus on the plight of children in a highly anomalous situation
(preferably in a distant country) than to rethink the turbulent process
of child rearing at home.

Brazil’s street children challenge the hierarchical worlds of home
and school and threaten the commercialized “public” space such as
stores and shopping centers. They subvert their country’s unmentioned
but very real social apartheid that keeps the poor cooped up and out
of view in the favelas. The final stages of writing this book were un-
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dertaken in Cape Town. As the two-year-old ANC government in
South Africa was struggling to contend with the havoc wreaked by
apartheid, I could not help but think that Brazil is moving in the
other direction. Brazil may not have a Group Areas Act but in some
places one would hardly know it. Sdo Paulo now has vast neighbor-
hoods known as condominios fechados, gated communities where no one
can enter without a pass and where only wealthy people can afford to
live. The larger communities have their own schools, stores, and movie
theaters, and some children scarcely leave these modern-day bantustans
of the frightened elites. In Recife, some neighborhood streets have
been blocked off by residents and declared private. And everywhere,
the rich build ever-taller apartment towers fortified by high walls and
armed guards, hoping to live just a little further above and more
protected from the world of the street.

At a global level, inequality is enforced through separation and
control of movement. South Africa’s apartheid was merely an explicit,
some would say generic, version of this phenomenon (Mamdani 1996),
but the pattern is reproduced on many scales in many contexts, per-
haps most strikingly in efforts to hermetically seal the borders of
wealthy countries, as if the global movements of labor were divorced
from global movements of goods, services, and capital.

The intersection of violence and children strikes emotional chords. But
the chords are heterogeneous. In an examination of public debate in
the wake of two gruesome cases of murder — one in the United King-
dom, the other in Norway — in which children were both the perpe-
trators and the victims, Stewart Asquith (1996: 102) points out that
whereas the British widely called for more severe punishment of chil-
dren, the Norwegians moved to ban the Power Rangers and Ninja Turtles
from television: “What this surely illustrates is the way in which
social, cultural and even historical differences in the explanations of
childhood behaviour have to be taken into consideration.” Asquith
argues further that what the cases “alert us to is the malleability of
childhood as a social construct, both from a historical and comparative
cultural perspective, in which theories of childhood, the process of
socialization and the relationship between the generations cannot be
divorced from the structural makeup of society in general” (103).
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A similar point can be made about violence and Brazilian street
children. Part of the reason that the murders of children in Brazil’s
streets are widely perceived as more shocking than, say, severe mal-
nutrition in the Brazilian favelas relates to the poignancy with which
notions of children and adults as, respectively, in need of protection
and responsible for protecting are subverted through these two trag-
edies. It is easier to ignore the children who, together with adults but
in the privacy of their own homes, are victims of macrostructural social
and economic systems than it is lone children in the public arena.
Within Brazil, the murders of street children are seen as shocking and
worthy of profound condemnation, but there is also a simultaneous
and opposing tendency to focus on the role of children in perpetrating
violence. When children and adults are seen more as beings on a
continuum than opposing elements of a dyad, it follows that children
must be held responsible for their action. Street children are not only
held responsible, they are held up almost as the public face of violence
and urban disorder, as the undoing of the nation.

The existence of impoverished, unsupervised, enraged children in
the commercial centers and middle-class neighborhoods of Brazilian
cities is a threat to the geographical segregation of rich and poor; and
the violence in which the children sometimes engage is a threat to
hierarchical class relations and to the division of power between adults
and children. Violence at once endows street children with power and
renders them vulnerable to retribution. Efforts to transform street chil-
dren — either by turning them into working children, “restoring” to
them a lost childhood, or saving them from the terrestrial hell of street
life — can be seen as attempts to redress the threatening divergence of
street children from familiar notions of childhood, to return them from
street to home, from the libertine world of essz vida to the wactchful
eye of motherdom.

Janice Perlman (1976) was correct in arguing that at the center of
the debate over marginality in Brazil is the issue of control. Whereas
most of the favelas she studied were located near middle-class sections
of the city, the government wanted to raze those fazvelas and relocate
residents to remote working-class neighborhoods: “It is easier to exert
police control over a distant ghetto, and easier to treat the needs of
the poor in a perfunctory manner when they are no longer a visible
part of the urban scene” (249—250). The problem with street children
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is precisely that they are so visible and yet so difficult to control. It
may be easy for the elite to ignore hungry children tucked away in
the favelas, but they cannot do this with the children who might hold
them up at gunpoint as they ferry their own progeny to private
schools. And the street children know this only too well. As a young
adolescent explained to me with a certain tone of pleasure, “We ask
people for money and they say ‘I don’t have anything.” You point a
thirty-eight at them and then you see how fast they come up with
some.”

The perception of street children as a threat is rooted in the con-
tradiction between the desire to keep children socially marginal, doc-
ile, and out of view, and the existence — precisely at the center of
urban social life — of street children who often exercise violence, some-
thing normally deemed the province of adults. Street children are a
reminder, literally on the doorsteps of rich Brazilians and just outside
the five-star hotels where the development consultants stay, of the
contradictions of contemporary social life: the opulence of the few amid
the poverty of the majority, the plethora of resources amid the squan-
dering of opportunities. They embody the failure of an unacknowli-
edged social apartheid to keep the poor out of view. At home in the
street, they are painful reminders of the dangerous and endangered
world in which we live.

214



APPENDIX:
THE SETTING: RECIFE, OLINDA, AND
NORTHEAST BRAZIL

Ten other South American countries lie contiguous to Brazil, but in
Recife and Olinda, where the nearest border is thousands of kilometers
away and few foreign tourists venture, the rest of the world feels small.
Poor people would ask me what it was like /4, or there, for many had
not heard of the United States. '

The topography and climate of Brazil range from the dense and
humid rainforests of the Amazon to the harsh, arid backlands of the
Northeast known as the serzdo, from the temperate rolling hills and
fertile plateaus in parts of the South and Southeast to the vast flood-
plain in Mato Grosso do Sul known as the Pantanal. The socioeco-
nomic conditions are no less varied. Brazil is sometimes described as
Bel-India, since it combines in one country the wealth of Belgium
and oppressive poverty of subcontinental proportions.

Recife is the capital of Pernambuco, the state lying at the heart of
the poorest region of Brazil. Pernambuco in combination with all or
parts of eight other states constitutes Brazil’s Nordeste, or Northeast.
Much of the state of Pernambuco consists of the semiarid sertdo, which
also extends over vast stretches of the states of Maranhio, Piaui, Cear4,
Rio Grande do Norte, Paraiba, Alagoas, and Bahia. Droughts have
struck the serzdo at least 10 times over the past century, and each time
disease and starvation have ravaged the sertanejos, its inhabitants. Even
in good times, with its cattle grazing and subsistence agriculture, the
sertio has remained an impoverished backwater in Brazil.

The economic engine of Northeast Brazil has always been located
near the coast and its fuel, historically, was sugar. Some of the first
sugar mills in the New World were established in Pernambuco in the
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mid-sixteenth century, and to this day sugar remains the principal
crop of the state. Sugar is grown in the zone da mata, or woodland
zone, so called for the forests that once covered this fertile area em-
bracing the coast where the rains are more plentiful and predictable.
The production was initially organized around engenbos, the mills that
processed the cane immediately after it was cut. The engenbos called
for a combination of land, machinery, oxen, and labor. Slaves were
imported from West Africa and from Angola, about 4,000 to 5,000
annually during the seventeenth century, over a million in the course
of the eighteenth century. The constant replenishing of slaves from
Africa resulted in an enduring African influence on Brazilian culture.
The economic organization of the engenbho was paralleled by a social
and political organization that concentrated power in the hands of a
white plantation aristocracy.

From approximately the mid-sixteenth century until the mid-
seventeenth century, the zona da mata from Pernambuco to as far
south as central Bahia held a virtual global monopoly on cane sugar
production. Recife (under the shadow of Olinda) and Salvador da
Bahia were the principal ports for the export of sugar and the im-
port of slaves from Africa and manufactured goods from Europe.
The economist Celso Furtado described Pernambuco as having once
been perhaps the world’s most profitable colonial agricultural terri-
tory (cited in Levine 1978: 21). Burt since the 1800s, the economic
history of Northeast Brazil has been one of decline. Economist Na-
thaniel Leff (1997: 35) offers a “rough estimate” that “real per cap-
ita income in the Northeast fe//, by approximately 30 percent
between 1822 and 1913.”

The destruction of many sugar plantations during a rebellion
against Dutch occupation, coupled with competition from the newly
sugar-producing territories of the Dutch, French, and British Carib-
bean and from Louisiana, pushed Brazilian cane production into a
gradual backward slide. By 1900, Brazil supplied only 5 percent of
the world’s sugar (Skidmore and Smith 1984: 154). Sugar seemed to
get a new lease on life in the late 1970s and in the 1980s from the
government’s policy of promoting the use of alcohol made from su-
garcane as fuel for automobiles, but consumer preference for gasoline
engines did not sustain the rejuvenation. In any case, sugar production
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in the Northeast has been chronically inefficient, and Brazil’s main
site of production has shifted to the Southeast. Today, the cultivation
of marijuana yields as much income in some parts of Pernambuco as
does sugar.”
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Olinda and Recife

Founded by Duarte Coelho in 1535, Olinda was one of the first per-
manent settlements of Brazil. The Cidade Alta (High City), as the
historic center is called, is located on a knoll overlooking the Atlantic,
well above the level of the marshy flatlands below. The Dutch invaded
Pernambuco in 1630 and maintained a toehold in northeastern Brazil
until 1654. During this time, Recife, previously a mere fishing village,
became the seat of Dutch power. Shortly after their arrival, the Dutch
razed Olinda, using the city’s stones to build Recife. Under Johan
Maurits of Nassau, governor general of Dutch Brazil from 1637 to
1644, Recife was transformed into a planned city, complete with pal-
aces, military forts, shipping facilities, even an observatory and zo0.?
Recife grew to become the second largest city in Brazil (after Salvador),
a status it maintained until the middle of the eighteenth century (Le-
vine 1978: 2).

Following its destruction by the Dutch, Olinda was rebuilt by the
Portuguese over the next century, until 1755 when the reconstruction
officially ended. The city has managed to preserve a distinctly colonial
air, making it no wonder that Unesco declared it a world historical
monument. The cobblestone streets are graced by views of the sea, of
Recife, and of other portions of the Cidade Alta itself.

Olinda has traditionally been one of Brazil’s important religious
centers. In 1687, King Dom Pedro II established the Bishopric of
Pernambuco, with Olinda at its center. Some 20 colonial-era churches
dot the hills of the city. The Franciscans, Benedictines, and Carmelites
established convents or asylums there. The Jesuit priest Father Luis de
Gri gave the first classes in 1568 in what was to become the Seminary
of Olinda. The Seminary slipped out of Jesuit control in 1760, when
the Jesuits were expelled, but continued to operate under other aus-
pices until recently. The Monastery of Sdo Bento, established in 1599,
still holds public masses and runs an expensive and lucrative private
school.

The houses of Olinda are whitewashed or painted in soft pastels.
On a typical afternoon, one will find most of the shuttered windows
open, revealing the high-ceilinged interiors. Olinda maintains a certain
appeal for middle-class artists, intellectuals, and other refugees from
the high-rise security blocks of Recife so, unlike other parts of the
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An Olinda church.

metropolitan area, rich and poor live in close proximity in Olinda.
The city has two main museums and a number of private art galleries
as well as craft shops. But although most visitors to the region stop
here, Olinda is far from a tourist town. The half-dozen hostels and
small hotels in the old city have vacancies all year except during car-
naval, and there are few proper restaurants. Unlike Salvador da Bahia,
which is frequented by tourists year round, Olinda is a place for o/in-
denses.

During carnaval the city is visibly transformed. Every street and
square of the Cidade Alta teems with passistas, or dancers of frevo, the
trademark music of c#rnaval in Pernambuco. After months of practice,
Blocos, organized groups that play music and dance in the open air,
parade along different streets, sometimes along a preordained route,
sometimes wherever their fancy takes them. Rural maracatu dancers in
splendidly colorful costumes perform during special parades. Enor-
mous bonecos, papier-méché dolls representing folk heroes or public
figures, sway amid the passistas. One guidebook (Cleary et al. 1990)
assures the reader that at least 50 percent of the Brazilian population
can dance better than the Supremes. In Pernambuco, where many chil-
dren take their first steps to the rhythm of frevo, forrd, or capoeira, the
rate could well be higher.
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Olinda during carnaval.

Only a couple of decades ago, Olinda consisted of nothing more
than the Cidade Alta and several contiguous neighborhoods, such as
Bomfim and Gaudalupe, and a few favelas such as the Ilha de Maruim.
But today, with a population of about 350,000,> Olinda has sprawled
the entire 10 kilometers north along the coast to the next municipal-
ity, Paulista, as well as inland into the areas of Peixinhos and Ouro
Preto (see Map 4). Olinda contains several upper-middle-class pockets
such as parts of Casa Caiada, but most residents of Olinda live in
Javelas or in working-class vilas.

The beaches of Olinda are not considered choice by the wealthy,
but they are crowded, particularly on weekends, with the poor and
middle classes. The most popular stretch is in Casa Caiada, only a bus
ride away from even the most distant favelas of Olinda and within
walking distance for many residents of the city. Notwithstanding the
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small streams of raw sewage that flow into the ocean here and there,
bathers are plentiful. Vendors ply the beach, hawking coconut water,
beer, hot dogs, and ice cream. Men play volleyball and soccer; women
sunbathe, typically in “dental-floss” or very scant bikinis. Music from
nearby bars, portable radios, or parked cars is played almost inces-
santly. Misica baiana, or Bahian music, loosely based on reggae and
various Afro-Brazilian rhythms and performed by such stars as Daniela
Mercury, was the rage in 1992 and 1993. During my second period
of fieldwork, in 1995, Brazilian funk and a new music called mangue
(literally, mangrove swamp) that combines a number of forms of re-
gional music had gained in popularity.

Most of the businesses of Olinda — shops, banks, restaurants, med-
ical offices, and the like — are located along the main avenue that runs
from Carmo, at the foot of the Cidade Alta, north along the shore
through the neighborhoods of Bairro Novo and Casa Caiada. (It is
precisely along this stretch that the street children of Olinda can be
found.) In the other direction, along Avenida Kennedy and on nearby
side streets, are located countless auto parts stores and wrecking yards,
a few small industries, and vast slums such as Peixinhos.

The old center of Recife includes the neighborhoods of Santo Antonio,
Sdo José, the Island of Recife, and the area of Boa Vista (see Map 1).
This is still a bustling business center, full of shops, market stalls, and
offices, and parts of the Island of Recife are being refurbished. But
other centers are cropping up, and the rich use the traditional down-
town less and less. Boa Viagem, Recife’s answer to Copacabana, con-
tains a vast modern shopping mall, seemingly airlifted in from Miami,
and countless boutiques and stores. Further south, Piedade has a shop-
ping center of its own, complete with a most unlikely import, an ice
skating rink. The neighborhood of Casa Forte has many conveniences
as well. Notwithstanding the competition from the new commercial
poles of Boa Viagem, Piedade, and Casa Forte, the old center remains
the seat of city and state governments (enormous employers and bases
of power) and an important center of transportation (the hub of most
bus lines in the city).

Recife has traditionally been known by its inhabitants as the Venice
of Brazil for the Afogados, Beberibe, and Capiberibe rivers that weave
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their way through the city. But the rivers and canals have long served
as open sewers and the catinga, or rank smell, can be overpowering.
Notwithstanding the foul state of the waterways, poor children can
often be seen swimming in them. The wealthy traditionally have lived
in stately mansions, though today most live in tall apartment build-
ings.

Neighborhoods such as Boa Viagem, Piedade, Casa Forte, and other
privileged pockets here and there contain apartment towers, nearly all
of which were constructed since the early 1970s. Comfortable single-
family dwellings can be found in many other sections of the city. But
more than half of Recife’s population, as in Olinda, lives in favelas or
in working-class vilas. The favelas are typically in areas that were re-
cently “invaded” and contain houses fashioned from tin, cardboard,
plastic, and wood, or sometimes mud and wattle. Virtually any scrap
material that can be found is used. The land on which the favelas are
built is nearly always either reclaimed swamp or a hillside. The
swamplands flood and the hills are susceptible to mud slides. Most of
the working-class neighborhoods such as Casa Amarela, Brasilia Tei-
mosa, and Tres Carneiros began as “invasions” but became permanent,
legal settlements where over time brick houses replaced the makeshift
shacks. Because so much of the city is constructed at sea level, count-
less favelas around the city are deluged when the rains are heavy or
the tides high. The sewage, which typically runs in open streams,
merges with the flood waters, turning the dry earth into thick, mal-
odorous mud.*

In his self-styled “sentimental” guide to Recife, Gilberto Freyre
(1961: 3) was forced to confess that “no sea port in Brazil offers less
to the tourist.” My own first impressions were of mild shock, as the
fieldnotes from my first day in the city attest: “The motorists are like
bulls in Pamplona, they accelerate when they see people crossing the
street. The streets are littered with rubbish and the sidewalks are
mostly the territory of those who fish through the garbage for card-
board, bottles, or a meal for their animals or (perhaps?) themselves.”

One’s mode of transportation around the city shapes one’s view of
the metropolis. The poor, frequently barefoot, travel by bus or on foot.
The buses are plentiful, but the routes tend to be circuitous, and in
the mornings or evenings one will almost invariably have to stand.
With inflation from 25 to 30 percent per month during 1992 and
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1993, salaries were adjusted only four times per year, but bus fares
rose every month. The fares, about US$.25 or $.50, depending on the
route, become prohibitive in relation to salaries before wage adjust-
ments.> One feels the heat when traveling by bus, for there is often
no shade where one waits, and once on the bus the sheer mass of
human bodies can be stifling. On foot one dodges open utility holes,
parked cars, kiosks, and reckless drivers. Sewerage holes emit foul
odors. By automobile, the experience is different. The poverty is more
remote. The favelas, from a vantage point more distant and more rap-
idly shifting than when one walks, look almost picturesque.

The streets may all be named after the rich and powerful — senators,
governors, landowners, among others — but the wealthy have, at best,
a tenuous sense of ownership. They use the streets only to get from
one place to another, usually as fast as possible. When they drive, they
are reluctant to stop at intersections for fear of being mugged. Bur for
about an hour each day, two large stretches of street are transformed.
Between 5:30, when the sun rises, and 6:30, when the sun is more
intense and people need to get ready for work, the paved path along
the beach in Boa Viagem in Recife and the quiet streets closed to
traffic in Casa Caiada in Olinda are inundated with walkers. Throngs
of middle-class and rich people in shorts and sneakers walk along the
sea. On a typical morning they encounter many acquaintances. Some-
times high-stakes business deals are struck. By 7:00 A.M., however,
these streets are empty of strollers. In the evening, after dark, ventur-
ing out in these same areas is considered dangerous. But lovers park
along the sea — with the windows rolled up and the doors locked —
to namorar, or do what lovers do.

As Freyre remarks in his guidebook, Recife “is not unveiled im-
mediately; its greatest charm lies in its ability to win one over little
by little” (1961: 4). Recife probably has more difficulty winning one
over today than when Freyre last revised his guidebook more than
three decades ago, yet somehow maintains the ability to do just that.
Hidden among lifeless concrete high-rises one finds colonial churches;
around the corner from the porno kiosks lie the elegantly landscaped
gardens of the Teatro Santa Isabel; lost among vendors peddling
cheese, bottle openers, and plastic Xangd relics in the snaking alleys
around the Mercado Sdo José, one suddenly emerges into the Patio de
Sdo Pedro, the finely restored colonial-era square. Bur most of all it is
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the hospitality, wry humor, joy, contemplative melancholy, and myr-
iad other charms of recifenses that win one over. Northeasterners have
a cunning ability to turn the most unlikely situation into a celebration,
to find moments of happiness despite hardship, and to personalize the
most routine of social interactions.

The climate in Recife and Olinda is remarkably stable throughout
the year. Temperatures typically range from lows of about 23°C (73°F)
to highs of no more than 30°C (86°F). Winter refers to the rainy
season, between April and August, and summer to the rest of the year.
Regular rainfall in winter and occasional rain the rest of the year keep
the vegetation green and lush. Trade winds blow off the ocean, with
seldom a pause, so that even if one feels quite hot in the sun, any
shady spot with a breeze is comfortable. At night one never needs a
blanket but rarely feels so hot as to wish to throw off the sheets. Many
people sleep in hammocks hung between any two hooks on the terrace
or in the house.

Demographics

As of 1993, Brazil’s population was about 157 million, with
3,590,000 births annually. The average annual growth rate of the
population between 1990 and 1994 was 1.5 percent (UN 1996: 128).
The population of the state of Pernambuco (7.1 million in 1991) is
now heavily concentrated in the metropolitan area of Recife and in
adjacent coastal towns. The metropolitan area is home to 40 percent
of the state’s population (IBGE 1992). Whereas in 1940 only one-
third of the state’s residents lived in cities, now over two-thirds live
in urban areas.

The population of the state is very young. In 1980, 42 percent of
Pernambucans were aged 14 or younger and a full 53 percent were 19
or under (IBGE-PE 1980). The population of Pernambuco rose by 19
percent between 1970 and 1980, and by 16 percent between 1980
and 1991.

Recife, the state’s capital, experienced what has been termed “slow
growth” until 1820, then a century of accelerated growth, followed
by a period of veritably explosive growth, particularly from the 1940s
onward (Assies 1991: 43). As of 1991, Recife officially had a popu-
lation of 1.3 million, but if one takes into account the larger met-

225



Appendix

Table 7. Population of Pernambuco

Year % in rural areas % in urban areas
1940 66 34
1950 56 44
1970 46 54
1980 34 66
1991 29 71

Sources: Andrade 1979:18 and IBGE 1992.

ropolitan region, the figure rises to 2.9 million (CMPDDCACR
1994: 2).

In 1991, 41 percent of northeastern mothers of children five years
of age and younger were not using any method of contraception. Of
those who were, 65 percent relied on tubal ligation (BEMFAM 1991:
15). Thus, most women delay using contraception until they opt for
sterilization. Although reliable data on the prevalence of abortion are
rare, it is difficult not to get the anecdotal impression that unsafe,
illegal abortions constitute the primary means of reproductive control
for women who have not had tubal ligations. When I asked poor
mothers, from time to time, whether they wanted more children, the
reply, literally without exception, was “God help me!”’ (Deus me livre!).

Kinship, Race, and Religion

Favela families are often described in terms similar to the matrifocal
kinship structures outlined by Raymond Smith in The Negro Family in
British Guyana (1956). In highlighting the matrifocal elements in Re-
cife, Parry Scott (1990) writes,

The term “matrifocality” identifies a complex web of domestic
group relations in which, even when the man is present in the
household, the female side of the group is favored. In other
words, mother—child relations are characterized by greater sol-
idarity than father—child relations; choice of residence, identifi-
cation of known relatives, exchanges of favors and goods, visits,
etc. are all stronger on the female side, and there are likely to
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be religious and cultural manifestations highlighting the female
side. (39)

Seen from the perspective of the children, the mother is typically far
more important than the facher.

One anthropologist has referred to families in the favelas as some-
thing like small-scale “survival units” (Banck 1980). Although the
“economistic” view of favela families has been overemphasized, as Car-
doso (1984: 196) rightly asserts, the family-support networks in favelas
tend to be less elaborate and formal than among the middle classes.
The middle classes are likely to maintain intricate relations with a
large network of consanguineous and affinal relatives, sometimes re-
ferred to collectively as parentela, or kindred (Brown 1979). But at the
core of middle-class families residing in apartment buildings and well-
secured homes is a nuclear family with a man firmly at the helm.
Moreover, the middle-class woman is expected to have her children
with only one man, and the man is expected to live permanently under
the same roof with his (one) wife and his children.

Recife has relatively few people that Europeans would call white or
that Africans would call black. Most fall somewhere in between and
have a mixture of European, African, and Amerindian ancestry. Be-
cause many poor women have children from several men, the range of
color within one family can be striking. In Masters and Slaves, Gilberto
Freyre (1963 {1933]), who studied under Franz Boas and supported
Boas’s thesis on the separation of genetics from culture, treats among
other themes the permeation of Indian and African culcures into the
life of the plantation aristocracy. Freyre argues, rather eccentrically,
that under the slave regime Brazil achieved a sort of racial democracy
through miscegenation and the cultural merging of the Indian, Afri-
can, and Iberian elements of Brazilian society. Freyre’s thesis has been
widely challenged (e.g., da Costa 1966). Although class and race are
not themes examined extensively in this book, the perspective of Flor-
istan Fernandes and Roger Bastide (1978 [1951]) guides my thinking
on this subject. They argue that Brazil has a rigid class structure that
relegates blacks and people of mixed race to the lower class. In Recife
it is true that light-skinned people can be found living in the favelas
and fairly dark-skinned people in expensive apartment buildings, but
skin color correlates approximately to wealth, such that the rich are
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Olinda artist and poet Fernando Aradjo. His T-shirt reads: “WE NEED A DREAM:
National Committee on Dissatisfaction.”

more likely to be light-skinned and the poor more likely to be dark-
skinned. Street children in Recife, not surprisingly, are mostly black,
in the North American color scheme, or ranging from what Brazilians
call morenos (dark) to megros or pretos (very phenotypically black).
People in the Recife area, like others in most parts of Brazil, are
heterogeneous in their religious beliefs. Although 92 percent of Per-
nambucans identified themselves as Catholic in a 1980 survey (IBGE-
PE 1980), Afro-Brazilian spirit-possession religions are widely prac-
ticed, especially in the favelas. And consulting a mae- or pai-de-santo (a
leader in one of various Afro-Brazilian traditions) or making an offer-
ing to Iemanjd (the goddess of the Sea) by no means precludes the
possibility of characterizing oneself as Catholic. Catholicism, in any
case, is practiced in diverse ways. Some Recife communities are sharply
divided, as Robin Nagle illustrates in Claiming the Virgin (1997), be-
tween adherents of liberation theology who believe the church should
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seek to effect social transformation, especially for the poor, and those
who follow the more traditional, Vatican-inspired edict that Catholi-
cism and politics do not mix. Kardecismo, a form of spiritualism based
on the teachings of the nineteenth-century Frenchman Alain Kardec,
is also widespread in Recife and, along with umbanda, another form of
spiritualism, has considerable appeal among the middle classes. Many
professed Catholics will come to an espirita center for such purposes as
spiritual surgery, while others simply leave the church to practice the
espirita faith, which draws on Christianity, the social philosophy of
Comte, the Law of Karma, and other sources (Brown 1979: 284).
Depleting the proportion of Brazilians who are nominal Catholics are
the Pentecostal Protestants, often referred to in Brazil simply as pro-
testantes or crentes (believers). The Pentecostal churches — the Assemblies
of God, the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, the Four-Square
Church, and others — have been gaining rapidly in number and
strength around the country, and Recife is no exception. According to
1991 census data, 328,000 Pernambucans (4.6%) declared themselves
Pentecostals and an additional 158,000 (2.2%) “Traditional Evangel-
icals,” which in Brazil means Methodists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians,
and other practitioners of noncharismatic Protestantism (IBGE 1997a).

Economic Conditions, Education, and Other Indicators

There has been no lack of initiatives to staunch the poverty of North-
east Brazil. In 1959, the Federal bureaucracy known as SUDENE (Su-
perintendency for the Development of the Northeast) was established
in Recife. The original objectives of SUDENE were to develop irri-
gation systems in the sersZo, relocate sertanejos to more fertile land in
the state of Maranhdo, and attract industry to the Northeast. More
than three decades later, SUDENE is known as the headquarters of
the industria da seca — the drought industry — where generous salaries
and consulting fees have underwritten a First World lifestyle for those
least likely to suffer the poverty of Northeast Brazil.

The public sector in Brazil as a whole and in Northeast Brazil in
particular is often treated as a source of private booty for its function-
aries. An acquaintance of mine who sold hydraulic equipment in Re-
cife told me that at least 1o percent of his asking price was always
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destined for the pockets of the government purchaser. A veteran public
servant in Olinda, whose uphill battle to feed and clothe her family,
notwithstanding her rank and years of service, attested to her honesty,
told me that she had recently been offered, in exchange for a pur-
chasing contract, enough money to buy a new house. Brazilians of all
social classes will tell you that they would normally expect public
servants to accept such offers.

They say there are only two ways to get rich in Northeast Brazil:
inherit wealth, or steal it. Indeed, successful, law-abiding entrepre-
neurs are rare. The economy in Recife remains linked to the larger
economy of sugar and to the port that historically concentrated most
of the region’s exports, but this is less the case all the time. In the
outskirts of Recife one finds large industries such as food processing
plants, cleaning product factories, and distilleries. Some people have
enriched themselves through these sectors. Construction and real estate
are important facets of the economy. Real estate has been a particularly
vital sector since the country for decades suffered hyperinflation, and
keeping money in local currency, despite sometimes attractive interest
rates, was risky at best, senseless at worst.

The state employs a vast army of teachers, nurses, and civil servants,
most of whom in 1992 and 1993 were earning no more than US$100
per month. When the new currency, the real, was introduced in mid-
1994, salaries about doubled when translated into dollars, though
most prices also rose at least to match. For families with one or two
members earning a minimum monthly salary, survival is a struggle.
Families without any formally employed members typically live in
extreme deprivation. They rely on bdiscates, or odd jobs, such as taking
in washing, catching crabs along the rivers, and street vending. Crime
makes an important contribution to the income of countless house-
holds. Children are a vital resource, as they can hawk various goods,
beg, steal, do odd jobs, and work in the home.

One of the most disturbing indicators about life in Recife is the
homicide rate. The murder rate tripled between 1980 and 1989, from
17.4 pet 100,000 inhabitants to 47.6. In comparison, the mid-1980s
rate was 4.9 in Costa Rica, 3.3 in Chile, and 0.7 in England and
Wales (WHO 1988). The rate for Brazil as a whole was 14.8 in 1986
(UN 1991). As discussed in Chapter 5, by 1997 homicide had become
the leading cause of death nationwide for 15- to 17-year olds.
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Middle-aged people in Pernambuco speak of a time when the public
schools were viable, and it was even possible for children to study only
in state or municipal schools and gain access to universities. But ed-
ucation has never been a political priority in Pernambuco. In the early
1890s, Governor Barbosa Lima complained that Pernambuco invested
more in prisons and barracks than in schools (Levine 1978: 162). To-
day the public schools are in a state of perpetual crisis. The official
statistics reveal part of the picture.

* In 1988, 31 percent of children “failed” first grade. An additional 22
percent simply dropped out during the year, leaving only 47 percent
who passed directly on to second grade.

* Only 28 percent of children aged 10 to 17 have completed four or more
years of school. (UNICEF 1992; CMPDDCACR 1994)

Teachers were paid only about US$160 per month in 1995, supplies
are forever missing, and strikes are routine. But even when the schools
are in session, many children are too hungry to concentrate or too
bored to sit still. Families with any resources at all send their children
to private schools. A full 63 percent of schools in Recife are private
(CMPDDCACR 1994). Today it is virtually unheard of for a child
educated in state schools to be admitted to a university.

In 1990 the Population Crisis Committee (cited in Assies 1991: 5)
rated 100 large cities around the world in terms of quality of life.
They took into account such indicators as health, education, and san-
itary conditions. Recife ranked 96th. Statistics on the city are consis-
tently bleak. According to UNICEF (1992), in 1989:

* infant mortality stood at 74 per 1,000 live births

* 19 percent of children had height/age ratios indicative of malnutrition

* 23 percent of children under age five had suffered diarrhea in the two
weeks prior to a national health survey.

The plight of poor, urban children is one aspect of the downside of
Brazilian economic growth between the end of World War II and
1980. The drive to industrialize also spawned a vast urban underclass.
Despite high rates of economic growth — GNP per capita rose by an
average annual rate of 6.3 percent between 1965 and 1980 (UNICEF
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1995: 76) — the living conditions of the majority of Brazilians failed
to improve. Wealth was being amassed by a small middle class and a
much smaller elite. Recession ravaged Brazil in the 1980s. The growth
between 1980 and 1992 was negligible, at an average of 0.4%
(UNICEF 1995: 76) with some of those yeats actually showing neg-
ative growth. Between 1980 and 1988, the minimum wage fell by
about a third in real terms (Rizzini et al. 1994: 57).

Perhaps nowhere in Brazil are the contrasts between rich and poor
more evident than in Pernambuco. The assets of one family I knew,
whose businesses flourished under tax breaks facilitated by SUDENE,
were estimated at US$500 million; but according to UNICEF (1992),
69 percent of families in Pernambuco have incomes of less than half
the monthly minimum wage, that is, less than what then amounted
to about US$45 per month.

It would be easy to think of Northeast Brazil as a cauldron of
misery. Indeed, the official statistics do little to capture the dimensions
of the suffering. Yet it must also be said that, despite the harrowing
oppression of being poor in Brazil, nordestinos have a knack for making
life a worthwhile experience. As one friend advised me, when I was
telling him of a family whose house had been flooded by the winter
rains, “If you think about those things too much, you'll go mad.”
Hunger, violence, and ostracism, likewise, may be the context in
which street children exist, but their lives can hardly be reduced to
those elements.
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Anibal Bruno Recife’s men’s prison. When a street youth turns 18,
he may be incarcerated at Anibal Bruno, where typically he is
placed with 10 other inmates in a cell that lacks even beds.
Prisoners, even when arrested on minor charges, are sometimes
forced to wait years before seeing a judge.

Artane a “prescription only” drug (Trihexyphenidyl) with a eu-
phoric effect used widely by street children and poor youths in
general. A synthetic antispasmodic, Artane has an inhibiting ef-
fect on the nervous system and is often prescribed for people with
Parkinson’s disease.

assistencialismo A derogatory term employed to describe patroniz-
ing handouts, such as of used clothing. It implies doing things
for one’s beneficiaries, rather than with them.

bad money see dinheiro errado.

barracos a crude hut fashioned from scrap material, normally wood
but also sheet metal, cardboard, and plastic.

bigu street children use the term to refer to a ride on the back
bumper of a bus, as in to pegar bigu, or to catch a ride.

bocada (sometimes called boca, as in boca de fumo)  a place where illegal
drugs are sold.

CAP (Centro de Acolhimento Provisério) The Center for Provi-
sional Reception (frequently referred to as FEBEM). When chil-
dren are detained for an infraction or when lost, they are held at
CAP as they await a hearing with a judge at the Children’s and
Adolescents’ Court next door. Under the Children and Adoles-
cents Act, children can be held up to 45 days. In fact they are
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often held longer. Before the act was passed into law, many chil-
dren who were lost or abandoned literally grew up in the facility.
Recife’s CAP was destroyed in a violent riot in 1995.

carnaval the pre-Lenten festival celebrated in the streets of many
Brazilian cities.

Casa de Carolina the state-run facility in Recife where abandoned
or abused young children (up to age six) are interned.

Casa de Passagem House of Passage, a Recife NGO for street girls.

casa grande literally, the big house. The casz grande was the slave
master’s home and the locus of power in Brazil before abolition.

cheira-cola  a glue sniffer.

Cidade Alta literally, the high city, the term is used to refer to the
colonial center of Olinda.

colegas peers.

descolar literally, to unglue; figuratively, to come up with, “to
score.”

dinbeiro errado bad money. Children use this term to refer tco money
earned in the street by means of stealing or prostitution. They
say dinbeiro errado gets spent faster than other money and that
their mothers often reject it.

dinbeiro suado good money. Children use this term to refer to
money eatned by the “sweat of one’s brow,” as opposed to din-
heiro errado. They say dinbeiro suads lasts longer.

documentos documents, specifically, the legal papers such as birth
certificates, working permits, and voter registration cards that are
obligatory to hold but, especially for illiterate people, a bureau-
cratic nightmare to obtain.

educadorla (m.[f.) literally, educator; used frequently to refer to an
educador de rua, ot street educator, that is, to a person who works
in the street with street children.

engenbo sugar mill; plantation complex.

essa vida literally, that life; used by street children to describe the
things they do in' the street, such as stealing, using drugs, and
other things they deem no good.

Estatuto da Crianca e do Adolescente the Children and Adoles-
cents Act, voted into law in 1990 to replace the repressive Cédigo
do Menor, or Minot’s Code. The act, 267 sections long, defines
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the rights of children and the obligations of the state and families
toward them.

favela a shantytown, or informal settlement, usually built on “in-
vaded” land. The homes are mostly barracos. In Recife the favelas
tend to be built on low marshy land that floods frequently or on
hillsides that are susceptible to mudslides.

FEBEM (Fundacdo Estadual do Bem-Estar do Menor) State
Foundation for the Well-Being of Minors, established in 1964
under the military government; although FEBEM was a larger
bureaucracy of services and penal institutions for children, the
term was and continues to be used to refer to the government-
run holding tanks for juvenile delinquents, now known (in Re-
cife) as CAP. Technically, FEBEM has become FUNDAC, but
the name has great staying power.

freguésifreguesa (m.If.) literally parishioner; a client received or ven-
dor visited habitually; used by street children to refer to a person
who helps them on a consistent basis by giving them food or
clothing.

FUNDAC (Fundagio do Crianga e do Adolescente) Foundation
for Children and Adolescents. State-run network of detention
centers and social services.

galera a gang of young people.

homem literally, a man; a man who does not practice receptive anal
sex; a policeman.

madruga a mispronunciation of the word maedrugada (meaning
dawn); the act of stealing from houses in the middle of the night.

malandragem debauchery, living by one’s wits, trickery.

malandro a rogue; one who practices malandragem.

maloca  shack; sometimes a shortened form for maloqueiro.

maloqueiro in general usage, a rascal, or a naughty or dirty child; a
slum dweller; among street children in Recife the term is used
to refer to themselves, especially to the older ones who have been
in the street for some time.

maloquero alternative pronunciation of maloqueiro.

marginal literally, marginal; street criminal.

Menina sem Nome the Girl without a Name; a young girl who
was raped and left dead on a beach. The poor gave her a proper
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burial and she has become a popular saint. Street children some-
times visit her tomb in Recife’s Santo Amaro Cemetery.

menino male child; homosexual; in certain contexts, a child para-
mour.

meninola de rua boyl/gitl of the street.

monitores the adult supervisors at FEBEM who are responsible for
keeping order.

motherdom a term used here to refer to the moral and economic
logic of the matrifocal home, according to which children are
expected to live at home, bring in resoutces to the household,
and heed the advice of their mothers.

Movimento Nacional de Meninos e Meninas de Rua se¢e National
Movement of Street Children.

National Movement of Street Children a nongovernmental orga-
nization founded in 1985 that brings together children and street
educators into a large and vibrant Brazilian social movement that
aims to defend the rights of children.

NGO acronym for nongovernmental organization.

nordestinos  the residents of Northeast Brazil.

nurtured children a term used here to refer to middle-class and
rich children who have few responsibilities at home, who are not
expected to work or bring in resources to the household, and who
are nurtured by their parents over a long period of time.

nurturing children a term I employ to refer to poor children in
matrifocal households who from a young age are expected to as-
sume many responsibilities within the home, such as minding
younger siblings, and who bring in resources from outside.
Rather than representing endless expenditures for their parents,
they nurture the household.

olindenses residents of Olinda.

pontos hangouts, turf; places where street children congregate.

preso de ordem  a prisoner in a police station who, after several de-
tentions, is given special duties such as cleaning the station
house, running errands, and torturing other prisoners. Being
made to torture other prisoners places one on the victim’s “hit
list” so that after being released a preso de ordem may be murdered.

Projeto Renascer literally, “Project Rebirth.” This FUNDAC pro-
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ject (subsequently renamed Center for Reception and Referral)
operated on weekdays, offering girls lunch, medical attention,
and a variety of educational activities.

raiva rage; rabies.

recuperar to recover; used to refer to the “reclamation” of street
children converted into little workers.

revolta rebelliousness. Children say that the violence they suffer
makes them revoltar, or strike back.

Rohypnol a “prescription only” drug (flunitrazepam, a sleeping pill)
favored by street kids and poor youths.

senzala the slave quarters.

sertdo the rugged, dry hinterland of the Northeast.

viciados people with vices; street children often say they have be-
come viciados or aviciados [sic] as a result of street life.

vida boa the righteous life; in the parlance of poor children, the life
they lead at home when they help their mothers and do “good”
things such as working.

vida ervada the bad or iniquitous life; for poor children, the life
they say they lead when in the street, stealing, using drugs, and
generally doing “bad things.”

vida nova a new life; institutions often say they are offering street -
kids a vida nova.

vila a working-class neighborhood.

Xangbd Afro-Brazilian spirit possession religion; the Afro-Brazilian
God of thunder and fire equated with Saint John.

zona da mata literally, the forest zone, for the trees that once cov-
ered the fertile strip along the coast of Northeast Brazil from
Pernambuco to Bahia.
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Introduction

. FEBEM, or Fundagio Estadual do Bem-Estar do Menor (State Foundation
for the Well-Being of Minors), was created shortly after the 1964 Revo-
lution that ushered in Brazil’s military dictatorship. Despite the philan-
thropic-sounding name, the most notable feature of the nationwide
structure was the network of juvenile delinquent detention centers oper-
ating at the state level that doubled as holding tanks for orphaned, un-
wanted, or lost children. In the past, many children literally grew up in
FEBEM institutions. The proper name for the facility in Pernambuco since
1990 has been the Centro de Acolhimento Provisério (CAP), or Center for
Provisional Reception. In this book the acronyms FEBEM and CAP are used
interchangeably since street children and the wider public use both terms.

. One of the main differences between CAP and the Anibal Bruno prison
for men is that whereas escaping from CAP is merely a question of scaling
a wall or even slipping out the front door, breaking out of Anibal Bruno
is nearly impossible.

. The first question was generally answered with something to the effect of
“I would kill them all one by one.” To the second, most replied that the
government ought to build houses for the street children.

. Only 13 percent of the youths counted in the city government’s survey of
street children were female (CIELA 1993).

. When referring to the street children “of Recife” in this book I am refer-
ring to those in the larger metropolitan area, including in Olinda.

1. Speaking of the Street

. The reader is reminded that the acronyms FEBEM and CAP are used in-
terchangeably. See Glossary or the Introduction’s note 1 for an elaboration.
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2. See discussion of the relationship between glue and hunger in Chapter 2.

3. Margarete expressed the desire that I use her real name when writing about

4.

her. At the time of her request, she was 19, of legal age.

2. Being in the Street

. One group that did manage to work in the Gramado had mixed results.

While generally unable to influence the kids’ behavior, they found that the
youths welcomed their presence, especially that of one foreigner volunteer-
ing for the group, because it offered a cover for stealing. Between forays
to grab wallets, especially of old people, the kids would come over and
play games with the street educators. Being around the foreign woman was
especially helpful because the police seemed to assume she would not be
in the company of thieving children.

. For a discussion of the semistructured questionnaire and the sample to

which it was applied, see Introduction.

. As will be discussed in an elaboration on this theme in Chapter 7, fregués

can also have the inverse meaning, that is, of a regular vendor. Thus, a
client might also refer to the man who habitually sells her meat as her
Jregués.

With limited mathematical skills, many poor and street children in North-
east Brazil are unable to distinguish between the question “How many
years ago?” from “How old were you at the time?”

. The reader is reminded that the sample size varies because it was not always

possible or logical to ask all questions of all informants. In addition, sam-
pling error (for instance, skipping questions by accident) and ambiguous
answers reduced the number of valid responses in some instances.

. For a more clinical view on the possible detrimental effects of glue sniffing

to health, see O’'Connor 1983.

3. “Home Children”: Nurtured Childhood and Nurturing Childbood

. Alison Lurie, in The Language of Clothes (1981), argues that by the nine-

teenth century children’s dress in North America and Europe was distinct
from that of adults, with the emergence of such styles as unisex sailor
outfits and the Fauntleroy suit for boys. Nonetheless, it is also true that
even at the beginning of the twentieth century, it was common for chil-
dren, particulatly working-class ones, to be dressed like miniature adults.
Only later did a distinct and widespread children’s attire, exemplified by
playclothes, become the norm. Curiously, now, under the globalizing in-
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fluence of The Gap and other enterprises, adults are dressing much like
children.

4. Betraying Motherdom: Maloqueiros and “Thar Life” in the Street

1. According to the United Nations data (UN 1996) 111 million Brazilians
lived in urban areas in 1991. The UN defines “urban areas,” in the case
of Brazil, as “urban and suburban zones of administrative centres of mun-
icipios and districts” (175). Increasing this figure by 1.5 percent per year,
the average annual population growth for the country as a whole during
that period, the 1993 population would have been upward of 114,350,000.

2. This figure includes 17 infants and children under the age of 4, nearly all
accompanied by a homeless adult, usually their mother.

3. Of a sample of 46 children who either currently lived in the street or had
lived there in the past, only 7, or 15 percent, could correctly identify the
movement. Most children said they had never heard of it or else confused
it with such things as a type of music or, more frequently, a street gang.

4. Today, maleca is normally used to mean shack. It derives from the Tupi
words madr-oca, or house of war (Machado 1952). The Nowve Diciondrio Aurélio
da Lingua Portuguesa (1986) defines malogueiro as follows: “Common denom-
ination for rascals who wander through the street barefoot and dirty, nor-
mally in a group, asking for money and who practice petty theft. Some of
them spend the nights on the beaches in hideouts in the sand, called
malocas.”

s. When Life Is Nasty, Brutish, and Short: Violence and Street Children

1. Much as I tried, I was unable to find statistics on the proportion of youth
murders actually resulting in trial. But if Pernambuco serves as an example
for other states, the rate is quite low indeed. While the special adolescent
and children’s police division in Pernambuco keeps records on the autopsy
reports of murdered children, it does not keep track of what happens with
the cases after the bodies have been buried. Unfortunately, it is not possible
to cross-check police records on murder statistics with court records of
murder trials, as the latter are not available to the public. Here, the quan-
titatively minded reader will have to excuse my imprecise assertion that
the “‘vast majority” of murder cases are not brought to trial. Nonetheless,
after prying as far as I could with a police statistician and interviewing
lawyers and social workers at the Children’s and Adolescents’ Court, this
seemed a safe, if inexact, assessment.
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. The confusion between “four months” and “a year and four months” sug-

gests that both estimates should probably be read as “a long time.”

. He was murdered subsequently and I have chosen to use his real name.
. FUNDAUC, the network of social service and detention centers, is the new

name for the entire bureaucracy that used to be known as FEBEM.

. The number 40 should probably be considered not an actual numerical

estimate but a way of saying “a whole lot.”

. Here, for reasons of confidentiality, it is not possible to reveal the specific

sources of my information. Notwithstanding a presumption of innocence
until guilt has been proved, the universal perception among those who
knew the details of the incidents was that the perpetrators were indeed
other street youths. This perception was even shared by those street edu-
cators who tended to blame most of the violence on the police.

. Most young Brazilians who are murdered are not small children but ado-

lescents. In Pernambuco, for instance, 59 percent of all those under the
age of 18 who were murdered in 1994 were 16 or 17 years of age (Governo
do Estado de Pernambuco 1994).

. The official statistics on child mortality in Brazil are appallingly deficient.

In contrast to this UNICEF figure for 1993, the United Nations Demographic
Yearbook (UN 1996: 420) estimates the number of deaths of children under
five in 1990 at 113,000, half the UNICEF figure.

6. Curing Street Children, Rescuing Childhood

. It should be pointed out that the censuses of street children did not take

into account those sleeping in institutions, about 150. In mid-1993, there
were about 30 children with Demétrio, 30 at CAP, 16 at CAMM, 16 with
Padre Ramiro, 40 at Desafio Jovem, 6 at the Casa de Santa Luzia, and 15
at the Olga Guerros Reeducation Center (essentially a jail for adolescents).
Yet, had the census taken into account those sleeping in institutions, it
would then have been necessary also to take into account the number of
adults working at CAP, the Casa de Santa Luzia, and other institutions
whose employees have been excluded from the count.

. See, for instance, Freyre 1968 [1936]a, DaMatta 1991 [1985], and Graham

1988.

. Vainsencher 1987.
. Her reign was short-lived, however. The first lady was accused, inter alia,

of awarding contracts valued at nearly half a million dollars to her im-
mediate relatives. One contract, awarded to her brother, without compet-
itive bids, involved the distribution of water by truck to 25,000 people in
the state of Alagoas. The brother later admitted he owned no water trucks.
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He did manage, however, to build himself a swimming pool twice the size
of the local reservoir (Brooke 1991).

. For a discussion of the idea of participation of children in social movements,
see Hart 1992.

7. Street Children and Their “Clients”

. The children at CAP are all supposed to appear before a judge from the
Children’s and Adolescents’ Court.

Conclusion: The Epbemeral Lives of Street Children

. The author of a recent book on street adolescents in Hollywood (Ruddick
1996:3) writes that “My fascination with the topic was largely theoretical.
Homeless youth pose a challenge to a series of theoretical premises that have
become fashionable within critical theory.” Street youths, for this author,
seem to obligingly illustrate various academic points, such as about the “ma-
terial power of symbolism” (4) and “new forms of marginality” (5).

. Unlike other excerpts of conversations in this book, this particular passage
was not tape-recorded and is therefore based on my recollection of the
exchange.

. Huggins and de Castro (1996:80) write, “Most commonly, the perpetrators
were on- and off-duty police, lone citizen ‘justice makers’ (justiceiros), death-
squad extermination groups, and private police. . . . Prospective victims get
auctioned off to the lowest bidder; some shop owner and commercial as-
sociations keep assassination teams on a retainer”.

. Also implicit here is the suggestion that adolescence has a broad, cross-
cultural meaning, a problematic suggestion when considering that Latin
Americans often affirm that adolescence (as a social — as opposed to a
biological — stage) is a recent import from the United States and Europe
that, in any case, has relevance only to the middle and upper classes, not
to the bulk of the region’s population.

. Some children said there was no difference between friends (#migos) and
colegas while others made a distinction. While I initially had translated the
word colega as “chum,” I settled on “peet” instead, to emphasize that the
association was based more on a shared condition than the result of pur-
poseful selection.

. For an excellent examination of Disneyland in relation to global notions of
Childhood, see Hunt and Frankenburg 1990.
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Appendix: The Setting: Recife, Olinda, and Northeast Brazil

1.1 am indebted to a personal communication from Robert Levine for this
information.

2. For a general history of the Dutch period, see de Mello 1987; for an analysis
of architecture, art, and science during this period, see Whitehead and
Boeseman 1989.

3. The United Nations estimated the population of Olinda at 341,000 in
1991 (UN 1996).

4. According to municipal statistics, only 38 percent of homes in the city are
connected to sewerage systems or septic tanks (CMPDDCACR 1994: 15).

5. Monthly minimum salaries were typically about US$90 at the time of
adjustment but, after being held at the same number of cruzeiros for four
months, fell to less than US$40 as a result of the relentless devaluation of
the cruzeiro; the currency fell at almost exactly the same rate that inflation
fose.
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abandoned children, as term for street
children, 94, 95, 115; see also malogueiros;
street children

abortion, 17, 67, 130, 226; sez also
pregnancies

abuse, among peers, 57-8, 134; by adults,
123~32, 144, 191; in home, 55-6, Go,
85-7, 111, 192; see also police, beatings
by; police, torture by; sexual abuse; entries
under violence

accidents, 39, 67, 204

activists, 3, 99, 101—2, 146, 169, 187; and
public image of street children, 113,
122, 123, 141—2, 189; se¢ also individual
organizations

activities, daily, of street children, 4, 33,
sI, 111, 167, 198; in detention center,
26

addiction of street life, 55, 111-12, 156,
207

Alder, Patricia, 15-16

Admilson and Roberta’s farm, see CAMM

adolescents, 26, 95, 115, 130, 143

adoptions, 39—40, 67, 116, 161; informal, 2,
16, 30, 90; see also child shifting

adoration of mothers, se¢e mothers, adoration of

Adriano, 182, 204

adults helping street children, numbers of,
23, 149-52; see also social workers; street
educators

adults living on street, 67, 160, 184

advocates, see activists; individual organizations
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age, and begging, 52; and group life, 40, 56—
8; and home life, 65; and legal
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128, 172, 175, 209

age categories of Brazilian children, 95, 114,
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individual organizations

AIDS, 38-9; see also HIV; sexually
transmitted diseases

Airton, 55
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Alexandre, 88—9
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Allsebrook, Annie, 89
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Amado, Jorge, 94
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Anderson, Leon, 179

Anfbal Bruno (prison), 40, 67, 130, 132,
189—90, 203, 204, 234, 239(nl-2); see
also prisons
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Aptekar, Lewis, 1057, 197, 198, 200-1,
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Ariés, Philippe, 73—4

Arraes, Magdalena, 162

Arraes, Miguel, 26
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detention centers; FEBEM; FUNDAC;
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Artane, 62, 234; see also drugs

Ashby, Leroy, 161
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Asquith, Stewart, 212
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Barker, Gary, 4
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Bastide, Roger, 228
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Beatrice, Dona, 656

begging, 4, 49, 51, 81, 104, 157

Benedict, Ruth, 76

Benthall, Jonathan, 75
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betrayal of mothers, se¢ matrifocal households;

motherdom; mothers

Bia, 66, 130, 203—4

bigu (in the sense of riding on the back
bumper of a bus), 47-8, 234

biological parents, see nuclear family ties

birth certificates, 27, 30, 171—2; see also
documents, official

birth control, see contraception

birthrate in Brazil, 225

birthplaces, 47
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Brace, Charles Loring, 161
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Britain in Industrial Revolution, 165
Brooke, James, 144

Brown, Diana, 228

Burns, E. Bradford, 99

bus riding, see bigu
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Cristiano, 139—40, 203
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Desafio Jovem (Young Challenge), 1, 67,
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4, 67, 68; and stealing, 51, 89, 116; on
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Eufrisio, 46—7, 81-2
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31, 65, 68-9; on themselves, 22, 33—4,
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Cheiro farm; Demétrio; Desafio Jovem;
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conditions, 80, 85, 88—9, 223; see also
barracos; deprivations of poor children;
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112, 117, 141-2, 161, 173, 190; of each
other, 40, 58, 123

fears of street children, 40, 44, 178

FEBEM, life in, 27, 124, 125, 134-5;
philosophy of, 116, 136—7; rebellion at,
26-7, 143, 154; residents of, 2, 36, 40,
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27, 32, 177-8, 186; structure of, 26,
158, 191-2, 236, 239(nl-1); see a/so CAP;
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food, obtaining, 18, 44, 49, 53—4; see also
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6s, 183
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fund-raising, 3, 6, 24, 164, 165, 206; see also
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Furtado, Celso, 216

future of street children, 67—9, 77, 1845,
202—9
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gangs, 26, 28, 40, 45; see also group life;
Jpontos
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group life, 42—7, 56-8, 116, 161, 169; see
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Grupo Ruas e Pragas, see Ruas e Pragas

guns, 20, 26, 32, 34, 68
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health of children, 78, 7980, 140; see also
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diseases
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HIV, 68, see also AIDS; sexually transmitted
diseases
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home, abuse in, 556, 60, 85~7, 111; in
contrast to street, 25, 155~6, 184—7; see
also favelas, motherdom

“home” children, as economic support, 54-5,
70, 119, 192; and relation to street
children, 21, 78, 93, 107—17, 143; see
also “nurturing” children
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homosexuality, 44, 57, 60, 125, 134—5
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hospitals, 67, 140, 171, 202—3; see also
medical assistance; Restauragio
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Hozana, 52-3, 182-3
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by themselves, 21-2, 93—4, 105, 115-16,
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240(n2-1)

images of Brazil, 5, 22, 93, 120-2, 21I1; see
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Impelizieri, Flavia, 101, 121, 149
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dinbeiro suado; jobs of street children;
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malandros, 126—7, 142, 172, 236
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malnutrition, s4-5, 78, 80, 145-06, 158,
205, 232; see also hunger; nutrition

malocas, 115—16, 236, 241(n4-4); see also
adults living on street; maloqueiros
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16, 143, 172, 184, 190, 197-8, 207,

236; see also adults living on street
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Margarete, life of, 35—-40, 47, 64, 132, 147,
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general, 42, 55, 147, 171

marginal, 142, 236

marginality, 170, 214; see also citizenship

marijuana, 33, 61, 63, 217; see also drugs
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Martins, José de Souza, 72—3

matrifocal households, 105-7, 226, 237; and
moral economy, 196-8; and “nurturing”
children, 92, 93—, 194-5; status of
children in, 25, 81, 89; see also child labor;
child shifting; home; moral economy;
motherdom; mothers; “nurturing” children
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raising, 3, 24, 164; and portrayal of
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103, 113, 115, 172, 236

menores (minors), use of term, 95, 142
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47
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moral economy, 105, 196-7; see also
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mortality rates, 68, 242(ns-8); see also deaths;
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209; rejection by, 11, 12, 36, 55-6, 105,
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households; moral economy; motherdom;
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Movement, see National Movement of Street
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in S3o Paulo, 121; stigma of, 132-3; see
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street children; fathers; foster parents;
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childhood; “home” children; “nurturing”
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“nurturing” children, 237; as contrasted with
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parenting, 81, 1006, 209; see @lso child
shifting; fathers; foster parents; mothers;
nuclear family ties; parents and street
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radio workshops
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paternalism, 18, 169; sez also assistencialismo
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pau de arara, 130; see also police, torture by
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Pedro, 2
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demographics of, 230, 242, 225, 226t;
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in, 146

photographers, 3, s, 16, 18, 172-3; see also
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physical abuse, see abuse, in home; police,
beatings by; police, torture by; rape;
sexual abuse
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Picolé, 1445

Pixore (movie), 98, 118

police, beatings by, 39, 67, 86, 186; and
evicting street children, 1—2; and
kindness, 32, 44; and restraint, 26, 191;
torture by, 8, 23, 119-21, 123, 126-33,
144, 190; see also death squads; deaths,
by death squads; deaths, by police;
murder; pau de arara; preso de ordem;
retribution
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policy recommendations, 24, 188, 192-8,
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deprivations of poor children; favelas, and
living conditions; urban poverty

pontos, 42—7, 237; see also gangs; group life
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street children
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pot, see marijuana
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children, 8, 72, 162, 165-6, 213

Praga Maciel Pinheiro, 43m, 44, 152

Prefeitura (city government), Recife, 150

pregnancies, 36, 39, 67; see also abortion;
miscarriages

preso de ordem, 130—2, 191, 237; see also
police, torture by; retribution

prisons, 10, 66, 67, 98; see alss Anibal
Bruno
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see also institutions; nsicleos de base;
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race, 61, 78, 155, 228-9
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radio workshops, 62, 81—2, 109-10, 111;
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as research tool, 9-12, 13, 16; see also
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raiva, 136-7, 185, 186, 237; see also revolta
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penalty for, 143; stigma of, 15, 134-5;
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7, 170, 195-6; see also abuse, in home;
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police; preso de ordem
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