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The article reviews the literature on street children and points out why there are street children
in certain cultures and not in others. The reasons for their existence are related to poverty,
abuse, and modernizing factors. Street children are defined and distinguished from working and
refugee children. Details about the family structure of street children are given. How the children
cope and their level of psychological functioning are discussed. The article gives reasons for why
the children are treated with such violence and gives attention to methodological research
problems that include the children's ability to distort information, the researcher's proclivity to
under- or overestimate the children's emotional condition, distortions of facts created by the
press and international organizations, and general cross-cultural research issues.

For the last decade, | have been studying children. | view them as both needy and bold, and | have seen
them in dreets that have increasingly become both theatre and war zone. Observing the children and
how people have reacted to them not only has forced me to think about growing up without the security
of parenta love but has made me contemplate the potentiad rewards of life without parental restraint.
My ambivaent thoughts and fedings are to some extent smilar to the way the children are treated by
the public. Some people see the children as being worthy of the vaor given to heroic survivors, while
others afford them the pity due the neglected and abused. Sadly, the most common public response is
scorn and hodtility. Although | can imagine why they are scorned their being dirty, uncontrolled by
authority, and involved in mischief are enough to explain this-1 find it difficult to understand the degree of
violence they receive.

It isnot just in Latin America where the children are violated. In fact, in many places in the world, Street
children have been assassinated for no more than petty crimes and haughty behavior (Henriquez, cited
in Boydon, 1991; Herman, 1991). They have aso been abused in other ways. Under the rubric of a
government sponsored program caled " Operation Beggar,” street children in Bombay were taken from
the streets and sent into what amounted to indebted servitude. Street children in Rhartoum, Sudan, who
were on the streets to escape ethnic violence were rounded up by the government and sold to farmers
(Boydon, 1991).

DEFINITION



Thereis no clear definition of street children. For example, it cannot be assumed that al children on the
dreets are homeless. The great mgority-well over three-quarters and as many as 90% of the children
on the Streets in various developing countries work on the streets but live a home and are working to
earn money for ther families (Ennew, 1986; Myers, 1989). Estimates of Colombian street children have
ranged from 130,000 (UNICEF, 1985) to 25,000 (Goode, 1987). The difference reflects the change
that came about by excluding working children.

For many years, UNICEF said there were 40-50 million gtreet children in Latin America (Ortiz &
Poertner, 1992; Tacon, 1982). These numbers would mean that more than 45% of al Latin Americas
children are gstreet children (Ennew, 1986). One edtimate of the street children in Brazil reached 30
million (Sanders, 1987). This meant that more than half of al Brazilian children were dreet children
(House, 1989). These figures fail to take into account the differences between working children living a
home and street children who work in the streets but do not live with adults.

Lusk (1992) developed four categories of children found in the dreet. Each group has its own
psychologica characterigtics. Firdt, there are poor working children returning to ther families a night.
They are likdly to attend school and not be delinquent. Second, there are independent street workers.
Their family ties are beginning to bresk down, their school attendance is decreasing, and their
ddinquency isincreasing. Third, there are children of dreet families who live and work with their families
in the gtreet. Their conditions are related to poverty. In India, they are referred to as pavement dwellers
(Patel, 1983), wheresas in the United States they are the children of homeess families. Findly, there are
the children who have broken off contact with their families. They are residing in the streets full time and
are the "red" dreet children. Lusk (1992) considered this group to be about 15% of his sample of
children in the dtreets of Rio de Janeiro. Patel (1990), in her study of street children in Bombay, had a
gmilar categorization of children in the streets.

Cosgrove (1990) has used two dimensions to define street children: the degree of family involvement
and the amount of deviant behavior. According to Cosgrove, a street child is "any individua under the
age of mgority whose behavior is predominantly at variance with community norms, and whose primary
support for hig her development needs is not a family or family subgtitute'(p. 192). Cosgrove's
definition assumes a great ded of culturd congstency, but deviance and "family subdtitutes’ are grestly
embedded in culturd particulars. For example, how do we handle the fact that in many casesthelife of
dreet children is hedthier-both physicaly and emotionaly-then is the childs life a home? Which life is
deviant?"

The United Nations has its own definition of street children: it any girl or boy for whom the street in the
widest sense of the word (including unoccupied dwellings, wasteland, etc.) has become his or her



habitual abode and/or source of livelihood, and who is inadequately protected, supervised, or directed
by responsible adults' (Internationa Catholic Children's Bureau, 1985, p. 58).

Some definitions of dreet children divide the children on the streets into stages of Street life. Aptekar
(1988b) and Visano (1990) defined the process of moving from home to the streets in stages beginning
with adow but progressive amount of time away from home until thereisafull matriculation to sreet life
and culture. Other writers have added to the definition by describing different types of experiences of
the children, such as the qudity of their play and work and ther rdations with peers, adults, and
authority figures (Dorfinan, 1984; Lusk, 1989; Shifter, 1985).

There are two additiond facts that warrant attention in defining sireet children. One is the range of their
ages and the second is their gender, which is overwhemingly mde in the developing world and equdly
it between mae and femae in the developed world.

Children rarely begin dreet life before they are 5 years of age (Gutierrez, 1970). When their body
image changes to that of an adult, they are forced into criminad behavior or into the same kinds of work
that other poor adults do to survive. The reason for thisisthat the small children are looked on as being
cute and receive dms because of it, but when they get big enough to be perceived as adults they are
consdered dangerous and so getting money from the public is more difficult.

There are culturd differences to this phenomenon. Visano (1990) noted that age was a ligbility among
the 50 street children she studied in Toronto. The young had restricted employment prospects. Also,
because they were under the compulsory school attendance age, they were committing a legd offense.
Because the children were in the devel oped world, the law was enforced.

The fact that the great mgjority of the children are male is often hidden when the children are referred to
as dreet children and not street boys. The predominance of boys (83% in a study in Juarez, Mexico;
Lusk, Perdta, & Ved, 1989) is particularly striking because in many cultures girls are more likely to be
abandoned and abused than are boys (Korbin, 1981). The most common daim for finding fewer girlsin
the dtreets has been that they are taken off the Streets to become prostitutes (Agnelli, 1986; Nixon,
1991; Tacon, 1981a; UNICEF, 1986).

But the numbers do not bear this out. Using UNICEF's estimates of 40 million dreet children in Létin
America (Tacon, 198 1a), one would assume-if there were no gender differences-that haf would be
femde. If haf of those became progtitutes, there would be 10 million prodtitutes in Latin America-a
figure thet is much too high.



Amore plausible reason for the gender difference is that because girls are needed in the household, they
never get to the dregts. Many dreet children come from femae-headed homes in which boys are
socidized into leaving home much earlier than western middle-class sensibilities deem gppropriate and in
which girls are encouraged to stay home far longer than is typicd in the developed world (Aptekar,
1989c).

Another factor-one less considered and more subtle-is the dynamics that go on between stepfathers and
mae sepchildren. This is a common Stuaion and might account for boys-but not their ssters-ping to
the sStreets (Aptekar, 1988a, 1988b; Felsman, 1979). It might adso explain why hdf of the Street
children in the developed world are femde (Brennan, Huizinga, & Elliott, 1978). The reason may be
that prodtitution is less an option, but the Stuation could adso be the result of the patrifocd family
gructure. The dynamics of the patrifoca family structure might be more conducive to daughters leaving
home, wheress the dynamics of the matrifocal family structures of East African and Latin American
countries and of the poor in North America might be more conducive to boys leaving home. Thereis
plenty of room for more study.

At this point, it can be said that street children are of both genders athough they are far more likdly to
be mde in the developing world. Street children are more than 5 years of age but are not old enough to
be perceived as adults They work in urban streets without adult supervison. They live without their
parents dthough they keep some contact with them. And they are not the children of the working poor.

METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS

Getting accurate information from  the children is quite difficult. They have developed an extraordinary
capacity to tell stories. Lying about their ages, family background, the reasons for being on the Streets,
and ther current circumgances is included in their wel-rehearsed scripts (Felsman, 1989; Leite &
Esteves, 1991). Presenting information about themsdves is part of their surviva skills which, like those
of other nomadic entertainers, rests on their ability to manipulate their audiences (Aptekar, 1990a).

One boy told me he was in the sate reformatory because his father beat him, and later the same day he
told a femae investigator he was there because he had been abandoned and had no other place to go
(Aptekar, 1988b). Felsman (1989) reported observing three siblings Playing together happily. When
they eyed a passerby who was a potentia patron, they dropped their smiles and held out their hands
caming they were starving and abandoned. In fact, their mother was around the corner sdlling fruit.

There are other reasons why the children manipulate information. Manipulaing information has a
psychologica function that alows the children to get back at a society that devaues them. Fasfied



information also serves to keep society at bay about the details of therr lives. In many cases, the children
purposely create a secret code or a private language (adopting a special argot may be related to the
degree of hodtility toward street children) with the purpose of hiding the truth (Lemay, 1975; Ricuarte,
1972, 1977).

Accepting what the children say as fact is sugpect. Yet the most common form of gathering empirica
data about street children has been to administer questionnaires through intermediaries and then accept
the answers asif they were factud. Beltran (1969), a Colombian researcher, remarked how easy it was
for researchers to succumb to the quickly written and readily acceptable prose that describes
unfortunate children in melodramatic terms. Unfortunately, this leads to gaing al of the children's
problems while undergating, or ignoring entirdly, their ability to cope and their resilience (Felsman,
1985, 1989). One study in Brazil showed that the child workers had far more pessmigtic and less
accurate gppraisas of the children than the children had of themselves (Oliveira, Bazerman, & Pellet,
1992).

It is dso possible to obtain biased information in the other direction by ignoring the children's misery and
delinquency and by presenting them with small problems, asif they were modern-day Huck Finns. Thus
they have been dharacterized as "acknowledging no authority and owing no alegiance to anybody or
anything, with grimy fig rased agang a sociely whenever it tries to coerce him; his sturdy
independence, love of freedom and absolute sdlf-reliance, together with his rude sense oflustice enables
him to govern his little community” (Riis, 1957, p. 148).

These two potentia biases-becoming the savior of the pitiful or gaining power through the vicarious
pleasure asociated with turning the victim into a hero-are made more difficult by the public and by the
international organizations that serve the children. The public wants to hear about the children's miseries,
their adventures, and the ways in which they outwit adult authorities. Reporters eager to sell copy follow
the public's lead. Thus the press is more likely to publish fegture articles than to publish news dories,
and it ismore likely to illustrate worse- case scenarios than to show typical Stuations.

The internationd organizations seeking attention from funding agencies use their publications to make
their case for financid dlocations. They, too, rely on showing the youngest, the most drug dependent,
and the mogt violent. Even though these groups are motivated by high ideds and perform excellent
sarvices, they can contribute to the existing biases againg the children (Felsman, 1989;Tyler, Holliday,
Drler, Echeverry, & Zea, 1987). In addition to the problems associated with the children!'s distortion of
information and the fact that there is distortion about them, there are methodologica problemsrelated to
the cross-culturd nature of the work (Segdl, 1983; Triandis & Berry, 1980). The use of standardized
tests is difficult. It is rare for street children to have birth certificates. Even a child's parents may not



know the child's date of birth. In Brazil done, there are 12 million children without birth certificates
(Lusk, 1992). Given the possibility of manutrition (at least hdf the children in Lima, for example, suffer
from manutrition; Creed, 1985) and thus ddayed physica growth, it is difficult to know whether a
child's stated age of 7 on one occasion is more accurate than his dleged age of 12 in another (Aptekar,
1988b). Because standardized tedts, are based on age, not knowing the children's ages & very
problematic.

Even with these problems, there 4ill is some vaue in usng tests at least for group comparisons
(Holtzman, 1980). In the Colombian study, | used the Bender-Gestdt, the Human Figure Drawing, and
the Kohs Block designs. These were shown to have rdatively good cross-culturd rdiability and vaidity
for the variables (intelligence, emotiona well-being, and neurological dysfunction) that were being
sudied (Anastas, 1988). They dso were chosen because they helped to ded with some other
problems in that the tests were of some interest to the children and fairly easy to administer. They did
not rely on reading; only 40% of the sample could read. They measured intelligence in a way that was
somewhat separate from the degree of schooling the children had attained; most of these children had
not attended schooal. (In the developing world, 20 million of the 200 million primary school-age children
do not attend school, and an additional 30 million drop out by the fourth grade [UNICEF, 19901.)

Supporting test data with ethnographic information is imperative but, unfortunately, it dso presents
problems. One problem is getting a fair sample of the data. Data should be collected during al times of
night and day. For example, in Rio de Janeiro during the day, the vast mgority of children on the Streets
are boys who work by shining shoes, washing cars, vending on a smal scade, and so on. At night, the
percentage of girls and numbers of older children increases consderably (Lusk, 1992). The children
found at night have different family Stuations, and the two groups of children function differently.

There are dso sampling problems with reference to where the data are collected. It is best to collect
data in more than one place. Some ethnographic information comes from observations taken only when
the children are incarcerated. | found that incarcerated children, particularly those who have just arrived,
are much more likely to talk about their pasts and their families. As time goes on, their stories changein
the direction of helping them get out (Aptekar, 1988b). Other studies have taken data only from
reception centers, which are places that serve children meals but do not offer deegping facilities. Many
children are in reception centers, which have the vaue of seeing behavior thet is close to what is found
in the dreets. But the children who come there are not representative of dl sreet children. All state-run
programs (reception centers, places of incarceration, orphanages) must be sampled in combination with
programs run by norn-governmenta organizations (churches, civic groups) because they serve children
of different circumstances and abilities.



Collecting ethnographic data on the dreets is less rewarding than one might assume. Although it may
appear that the children are free to talk and spend time with the researcher, the fact is they are busy
working-and for them, working means survival. It is difficult to get their sustained atention unless the
researcher pays them (Dallape, 1987). Employees have away of passing pleasing information onto their
bosses.

Coallecting ethnographic data directly from the children on the streetsis difficult without the help of a
locd informant, and this has its own problems. The rdationship of the informant with the children, and
the attitudes of the informant toward street children, must be taken into account.

When foreigners conduct ethnographic observetions, they bring cultural biases that determine the
interpretations of what they observe. Many times these biases lie beneath the surface and are not
understood by the researcher. Because of this, and because the children bring out strong emotiond and
judgmentd fedings, it is hepful for the writer conducting quditative cross-culturd research with street
children to offer the reader some sdlf-disclosure that orients the reader to the writer's fedings and what
has been done to reduce the bias such feglings may produce (Aptekar, 1992b). Secondary sources
such as newspaper and magazine articles, government reports, statutes about children, and records kept
by inditutions are helpful. For example, | was able to get assurance about the accuracy of ages of
certain children from gate ingtitutions. Secondary sources aso provide information on how the public
views the children, and thisis important in understanding why the public reacts so violently toward them
(Aptekar, 1990b).

These are the mgor methodological problems associated with the study of street children. The more the
children are studied n ther naturd habitat, the more difficult it is to have the type of control that
empirica research implies. By combining severa methods (psychologica tests and other sources of
psychologica assessment such as menta status interviews and open-ended questionnaires; ethnographic
observetion in different Stuations, at different times, and by more than one person; and the use of
secondary sources), it is possible to generate empirica information about the children with reasonable
assurance.

Because of dl the difficulties associated with studying street children, it is helpful to give the reader a
heurigtic andlysis of the data. Such andlysis gives logica arguments about how the data were collected
and what was done to overcome methodologica problems (Kvae, 1986). Thisis commonly missng in
Studies of street children.

CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISONS



What accounts for the phenomenon of street children in a particular culture is difficult to ascertain. In
some countries of Latin America-mogt prominently Colombia, Brazil, and Mexico dreet children have
been around for more than a generation. But Brazil, which actualy has the highest number of Street
children in Latin America, is bordered by Uruguay, Paraguay, Argentina, and Bolivia ) each of which
has relatively few dreet children.

Kenya, in which some children on the streets are said to have been born from parents who themselves
were dreet children (Clark, 1982), is bordered by Ethiopia, in which dmost dl of the working children
on the siredts return to their families at night (Lalor, Taylor, Vede, Ali Hussain, & Bushra, 1992). Both
Kenya and Ethiopia have a mixture of Chrigtian and Modem populations, and both have been equaly
undemocratic. Kenya is wedlthier than Ethiopia yet has more street children. Both countries border the
Sudan, adso a country of Mudim, Chrigian, and animigt faiths that did not have sreet children until the
recent ethnic violence in the southern part the country (Veae, 1992; Vede & Taylor, 1991).

A common denominator that might explain the cultural conditions for street children is a non-dictatorial
cgpitaigtic country in the developing world that has significant urban centers. This could explain the high
incidence of street children in Mexico, Colombia, and Brazil, and it would hdp explain why thereisa
low incidence in Chile, Paraguay, Cuba, and Tanzania.

This hypothesis does not explain why Argentina and Uruguay have so few street children. Perhaps these
countries have more of a European heritage than they do an indigenous or African culture. This would
explan why Colombia, Mexico, and Brazl, which are influenced drongly by their African and
indigenous cultures, have many dreet children. Yet the idea that some culturd groups are over- or
underrepresented in the population of street children is aso difficult to accept. Cuba, for example, has
few dreet children but a strong African culture. Bolivia has a strong indigenous culture and few street
children.

Within one country, Ecuador, the numbers of street children vary by region. In Guayaquil, which has a
large African influence, there are many street children; in Quito, which islargdy influenced by indigenous
culture, there are few street children. 1t might be that street children are a modern phenomenon, that is,
they are not found in places with strong indigenous cultures. Thus Connally (1990), in a comparative
study of dreet children in Bogota and Guatemda City, found it very difficult to locate street children in
Guatemda City, which has a far higher influence of indigenous culture than has Bogota, which has many
dreet children. Thiswould help to explain the Stuation in Bolivia but not in Peru, which has many street
children,



The idea that there might be a link between a rdaively recent, violent, anti-colonid nationdl movement
and the onset of dreet children is worth examining. Vede (1992), in a comparative sudy of street

children in mid-19th-century Irdland and the current Sudanese street children, wrote that civil unrest

was the reason for the origins of street children in both countries. Civil unrest dating from the Mau Mau
struggle for independence has been connected to the origins of Kenyan street children (Nowrojee,

1990). There are dso many dreet children in South Africa, where their high numbers have been related
to the country's violent politica problems (Swart, 1988). In dl of Latin America, Colombia has had one
of the most violent popular uprisings. Indeed, its current violence has been connected to the period of la
violencia and to the high incidence of street children (Aptekar, 1989a).

Some societies, such as Tanzania, have not had strong civil violence and have few dreet children. But
the Stuation is more complex. Ethiopia has had a long higtory of civil war, and the violence has not
produced many street children. Argentina and Chile had relatively less adverse anti-colonia wars but
had recent violent politics. Yet they have fewer street children than do Brazil or Mexico, neither of
which has had recent political violence (excluding the very recent violence in Mexico). The Stugtion in
many countries of Centrad America, where there has been consderable civil violence, has not produced
many street children.

A worldwide study of street children, perhaps conducted by using the Human Relations Area Files (a
collection of indexed ethnographic data on more than 350 societies), would be helpful to learn more
about why certain cultures have an over- or underrepresented amount of street children.

Tracing culturd differences is dso possble in East Africa, where different tribes of widdy divergent
cultura traditions live so closdly together. A study of the triba origins of street children might provide a
good ded of information about which type of family sructure is conducive to producing or not
producing street children.

Whatever the culturd factors that account for street children, | am continudly asked to compare street
children in the developing world with those in the developed world. As bad as the Situation is perceived
by the American public, for example, there smply is no place in the United States where there are large
numbers of children living without adults and working in full public view. What the United States and the
developed world have is a large delinquent and violent population, most commonly found in the poor
urban dums. Street children are less ddlinquent or, as | have described esewhere, they are more like
thieves than thugs (Aptekar, 1989b). For al practica purposes, there are no guns in the dums of Latin
American or Eagt African cities, a Stuation that is consderably different from that in the United States.
There are other differences as wen, one of which is that there are far more femaes among dreet
children in the developed world than there are in the developing world. Also, many homeless childrenin



the developed world are from middle-class families, unlike the case in the developing world. In addition,
North American runaway children are more likely to be on the streets because of family discord than
because of poverty. Nearly 80% of American runaways have been physicdly or sexudly abused
(Reppond, 1983). Only 20% of the Latin American stregt children are on the dtreets because of
physica or sexua abuse (Lusk, 1989).

ORIGINS: POVERTY,
FAMILYABUSE, MODERNIZATION

UNICEF (1990) estimated that, in 1980, there were 369 million poor children under age 15 in the cities
of the developing world. The grest mgority of them were not street children. Why is it that certain
children leave their homes while their siblings, who are as poor and presumably as abused or neglected,
day at home?

Severd hypotheses have been advanced to explain the origins of street children. One relates to urban
poverty, a second relates to aberrant families (e.g., aandonment, abuse, or neglect), and a third is
associated with modernization.

In any attempt to ascertain why certain children become dtreet children, such factors as the
psychologica satus of the child and the child's family, the perception of life on the dreets, and the
degree to which a street children culture exists must be considered. Lucchinni (1993) has developed a
promisng schema dong these lines. Visano (1990) is doing smilar work with North American
runaways.

Wherever the inquiry might lead, it is important not to assume that leaving home is a mistake (Aptekar,
1989d; Felsman, 1984; Tyler, Tyler, Echeverry, & Zea, 1991). Children find that their "living conditions
on the dtreet are often better than those a home" (Connolly, 1990, p. 146). Many street children have
better physical and mentd health than do their siblings and peers who stay behind (Aptekar, 1988c,
1989, Pardo & Vergara, 1964). One thousand street children in Tegucigapa, Honduras, were
compared to an equa number of poor working children in the same city. The authors found that
"second and third-degree manutrition has so far been found only among the market children [working
children living with their parents]; no such cases have yet been seen among the children of the sreet”
(Wright, Kaminsky, & Wittig, 1993,p.282).

The process of becoming a street child has been well documented. Almost al street children begin their
life on the streets by a gradua and predictable process. They leave home in a measured manner, a first
daying away for a night or two and then gradudly spending more time away from home (Aptekar,



1988b; Connolly, 1990; Felsman, 1981; Visano, 1990). As time goes on, the amount of time they
spend with other children increases, yet they rardy break family ties. Studies in Colombia (Aptekar,
1988d, 1993b; de Pineda, de Munoz, de Pineda, Echeverry, & Arias, 1978; Felsman, 1981), Costa
Rica (Vaverde & Lusk, 1989), Mexico (Lusk et al., 1989), and Brazil (Judge, 1987; Sanders, 1987)
have shown that 90% or more of street children maintain contact with their families.

The number of children arriving in the Streets because they have been abandoned by their familiesis far
less than is commonly assumed. In Felsman!'s (1989) sample of 300 Colombian dreet children, less
than 3% were abandoned. Boydon (1986) found that, of the 200,000 children on Limas streets, only
6,000 (or 3%) had been abandoned. Tacon (1982), spesking of all Latin American street children,
estimated that less than 10% were abandoned by their families. An informative narrative account of how
one unmarried mother takes care of her children and avoids abandoning them can be found in the
autobiography of Maria de Jesus (1962).

Many authors believe that most children in the developing world are in the streets because of poverty.
Lusk, who has studied dreet children in Juarez and Rio de Janeiro as well as in the countries of
Colombia, Peru, and the Dominican Republic, refuted the abusive or neglectful family theory by showing
that in "interviews with hundreds of sreet children in Latin America over the past five years, one theme
has been repested countless times: they are on the Streets to work and earn money because there is not
enough at home" (1992, p. 296).

Rosa, de Sousa, and Ebrahim (1992) obtained physica and menta hedth data and tested 80 Brazilian
dreet children from 9 to 18 years of age. They found that 82% of the children left home for economic
reasons. Once on the dreets, the children contributed haf or more of what they earned to their
families-hardly asign of family discord.

In a study of 55 Nigerian street children under age 15 who were begging for a living, Ojanuga (1990)
found that the children were on the streets because their families were poor and needed the money they
earned. Indeed, 80% of children ill lived with their families, and many of the children begged with
them.

However, not al studies support the poverty hypothesis. After interviewing 1,000 children on the Streets
in Bombay, Patel (1990) claimed the maor reason for street dildren was not poverty but family
violence. Another Indian study, this one of child porters (children under age 14 working and living
without family support), showed that athough poverty was a sgnificant aspect of the children being on
the streets, family discord was the mgjor problem (Subrahmanyarn & Sondhi, 1990).



Often studies cite more than one reason for the origins of street children. For example, the same study
of Brazilian street children that found economic reasons to be the mgjor reason for children being on the
Streets aso noted that it was twice as common to have fathers absent from the homes of sireet children
as it was to have fathers absent from those of the control group of poor working children (Rosa, de
Sousa, & Ebrahim, 1992). Other gudies have emphasized the deleterious effects of stepfathers who
abuse their stepchildren (Holingteiner & Tacon, 1983; Tacon, 19814, 1981h). De Pineda et d. (1978),
after conducting a UNICEF-sponsored demographic study of street children in Colombia, estimated
that dightly more than a third (36%) of the children left home because of poverty, 27% because of

family breakdown, and another 20% because of physical abuse or neglect.

It is certainly reasonable to assume that there are many possible variations. Some children might
respond to one problem while others respond to another. Further study is needed. It may turn out that
dreet children and working children have different preexisting psychologica make ups, including such
relatively nonenvironmenta factors as temperament (Felsman, 1989). There are adso culturd
differences. Poverty in the developing world might well be a necessary condition and family discord a
secondary phenomenon, but in the developed world the two factors might be reversed (Aptekar,
1993a).

The modernization hypothesis, which contains some eements of both the poverty and the family abuse
hypotheses, holds that children no longer grow up in extended families with strong community support.
The modern poor urban families are composed of sngle femae parents living in isolation from
community In the case of most Eagt Aftican societies, modernization resulted in reducing the legitimacy
of polygyny. Men now have extramarita affairs. In a polygynous society, men were expected to take
care of dl ther children-not just the children of a current wife or of the firgt wife. If the man was not able
to do so, the man's extended family fostered his children and took care of his wives. In the modem
system, women having an "dfar" have no legd rights and get little help from extended families. Kilbride
and Kilbride (1990) directly related these changes to child abuse, which they clamed did not exist
before modernization occurred. The demise of the extended family and the increase in extramaritd
affairs have dso been implicated in the origins of street children in Latin America (Connolly, 1990).

Some writers have claimed that the rura-to-urban migration, which is another aspect of modernization,
is aufficient to explain the origins of street children (de Gaan, 1981; Munoz & Pachon, 1980; Wright et
a., 1993). Thereis, however, evidence that street children are not the children of recent migrants (Rosa
et d., 1992; Tellez, 1976; Villota, 1979).

One factor that is missng from mogt studies is the role of culture in explaining the origins of street
children. Certain cultures make it quite easy for children to become dreet children; others make it



impossible. One study that did look at culturd factors was conducted in South Africa, where it was not
poverty, family violence, or modernization that explained the origins of street children; it was the palitica
culture of apartheid (Hickson & Gaydon, 1989).

One approach to sort out what the origins of sreet children might be is to follow the children's
socidization based on the theory of socid interactionism described by Lemert (1972). In this theory,
socidization is understood in terms of career-a concept that includes the growth of identity based on a
series of experiences of sdf and other (Goffman, 1961). The socid interactionist perspective was used
by Visano (1990) to chart the movement from home to street among a group of 27 boys and 23 girls
ranging in age from 12 to 16 in Toronto. These children entered the street as a result of being pushed
out of their homes because of family problems as well as being pulled toward the streets to find refuge
from their problems. For these children, the streets were a solution-a possibility of experiencing freedom
and simulation.

| am often asked what becomes of these children, and | can offer only an educated guess because of
the lack of follow-up data on the same subjects over time.lhere is a clear need for longitudina data.
The socid interactionist gpproach would aso yied vauable information about what becomes of street
children asthey get older.

The Visano (1990) study noted that disengaging from street life, like beginning stregt life, was not an
abrupt procedure but a dow process of estrangement brought about by the inability to live well onthe
dreets, a feding of meaninglessness, and a sense of not resolving the psychological issues that led to
beginning dreet life in the firgt place. As time wore on, the children in his Sudy began to renitiate
friendships with non-street children and dowly and inevitably moved back into the socid milieu from
which they came.

THE FAMMY STRUCTURE
OF STREET CHBLDREN

| described the Latin American family that produces dtreet children as being composed of three
generations of women often living together in the same house. The mother has a series of men who live
with her temporarily. A recent discusson of African American women dependent on wdlfareillustrates a
comparable Stuation among some poor African American families (Sheehan, 1993). The Caribbean
family is dso described smilarly (Mintz, 1984). A few gudies offer some confirming demographic
information. For example, only 7% of the dreet children in a Jamaican study had two-parent families
(Brown, 1987), and 85% of the "par-king boys' of Narobi were brought up by a single parent in a
femae-headed family (Wainaina, 1981).



The variability in treditional family structure in East Africa, and the degree to which the traditions have
survived modernizing pressures, supplies an opportunity to understand the relationship between family
dructure and the origins of street children.

In Nairobi, for example, the great maority of street children are Kikuyu (Wainaina, 1981). This might
be because the Kikuyu are the most numerous tribe or because they live in and around Nairobi. It has
aso been hypothesized that during independence the Kikuyu family was changed more than were the
families of other tribes. This is because many Kikuyu men were incarcerated as a result of fighting
agang colonidism (Edgerton, 1989). Women were forced to take on the roles formerly associated with
husbands and fathers, causng family traditions to change rapidly (Macgoye, 1987). Kikuyu street
children could be compared to Street children from other tribes that have different family experiences.

In some tribes in East Africa, property-induding children-is inherited by the man and his family (Emy,
1981). In other East African societies, inheritance is through the mother and her family. Thus the degree
to which women with children are able to accumulate money varies (Hakansson, 1988, in press). If
women can be financidly independent, they have less need to stay married, and once they are divorced
they are better able to care for their children. Indeed, the divorce rate is consderably higher in societies
where women can secure financid independence than it is in socigties where they cannot
(Kayongo-Mae & Oyango, 1991). Today, among the Busoba of eastern Uganda near the Kenyan
border, where women are in control of property, dmost 45% of marriages end in divorce (Hedd,
1989).

It is reasonable to assume that women who live in societies that do not grant them access to property
outsde of marriage are less likdy to separate from unhappy marriages. These dynamics have been
associated with child abuse. So if child abuse is a mgor cause of children going to the dreets, this
would be reflected in comparing groups in which women have different degrees of financid
independence.

What is becoming incressingly apparent (but not written about in relation to street children) isthe rise of
a posgmodern urban family, that is, a family in which there are children from different men and in which
the mothers of these children do not have relaionships with each other. In these families, a husband and
wife have children, the husband and wife divorce, the man marries another woman with children from
another marriage, and the wife of the firs marriage marries a man with children from another marriage.
The children belong to three families: the family of their biologicd origin, their mother's remarried family,



and their father's remarried family. The extended family is no longer kin, or members of the same dlan,
nor are they even connected by the same community.

Sibling rivdry in the postmodern urban family is very complex. It is based on the sense of not belonging
to "family." It is common in these families and probably accounts for children leaving home. Further
research is needed.

HOW THE CEULDREN
FUNCTION ON THE STREETS

Given the children's living conditions, | was surprised to find the mgority of children had adequate
mental hedth. About a third did quite well, another third did poorly, and the remaining children moved
between doing well to faring poorly depending on circumstances such as which children they were with,
their success a securing benefactors, and the demands made on them by authorities and the public
(Aptekar, 1988b, 1989c).

From ethnographic data | have for Kenya, it appears that the level of many sreet children'sfunctioning
is adequate and that many of them do better than their equaly poor counterparts who stay & home
(Aptekar, 19933). Similar estimates of the children's mental hedlth were found in a study of 100 street
children in South Africa (Richter, 1989, 1991). After interviewing 78 street children in Khartoum, Vede
(1992) reported that she "found in their accounts of their lives no evidence of strangeness or deviance'

(p. 119).

Many authors have pointed out that street children are resilient (Aptekar, 1988b, 1989c; Felsman '
1989; Hickson & Gaydon, 1989; Lusk, 1992; Swart, 1990; Tyler et a., 1987; Tyler, Tyler,
Tommasdlo, & Zhang, 1992). Oliveira, Baizerman, and Pellet (1992) measured the mental hedth of 71
Brazilian streat children ranging in age from 8 to 18. They pointed out severd resilient characteristics of
the children including a high degree of intdligence, a concern for each other, lack of drug abuse, and
good sdf-esteem. The authors believed that the prevailing stereotypes of the children that they are
delinquent and drug abusing-has more to do with blaming the victim than it does with describing the
children accurately.

Tyler et d. (1991) and Tyler et d. (1987) collected data on 145 street children in Bogota. They used a
structured 2-hour interview and their own psychosocia competence scale, which assessed self-esteem,
trugt, and active planfulness. They found that the children showed a high degree of autonomy, actively
defining their lives in ther own terms. The children were highly creative and immersed in a network of
caring and supportive friendships.



The Tyler group bdlieved that the act of leaving home and becoming dreet children isin itself an act of
empowerment. A dmilar finding came from the sudy of 300 "twilight children" in Johannesburg
(Hickson & Gaydon, 1989). In this study, the underlying moativetion for leaving home was to seek
freedom, which gave these street children a previoudy unknown control over their lives.

Claiming that street children have adequate menta hedth is difficult, in part because this is o different
from how the public perceives the children and how the children are portrayed in the press. This is
particularly true for the children's aleged use of drugs, the amount of violence there is between and
toward the children, the extent of their involvement in sex and, therefore, the degree to which they are
HIV postive (Bond, 1992; Luna& Rotheram-Borus, 1992).

Mog of the dams of a high number of drug-dependent Street children do not come from empirica
research. One exception to this comes from Granados (1976), who administered a questionnaire to
Colombian street children and found that more than 9 out of 10 used inhdants. However, as | have
pointed out, the use of questionnaire data is highly suspect-particularly if the researcher does not know
the children. It may be that many children use drugs socidly but that few of them are drug dependent.
Thisis probably what Tyler et d. (1991) found. Half of their sample of Colombian street children were
drug users, but only some of these were drug dependent.

A study of Brazilian street children commented on the absence of drug abuse (Oliveiraet d., 1992). In
fact, these authors noted that "it was interesting to learn that the youths were much more concerned
about its [drugs] abuse than were service providers' (p. 170). About a quarter of the Street childrenin
Johannesburg, which is far too many but no more than the proportion of poor children in the control
group, were chronic glue sniffers (Jansen, Richter, & Griesd) 1992). In Randdl's (1988) study of
London's street children, less than 5% needed care for acohol or drug abuse.

Also not clear is the degree to which the children's menta hedth is affected by their use of drugs.
Although it is widely assumed that the use of inhdants causes inevitable cognitive deterioration, one
recent empirical study of 44 South African street children, haf of whom used inhdants, concluded that
"the findings lend support for the view tha the effects of volatile substance abuse on cognitive and
persondity functioning cannot be clearly demondrated” (Jansen et d., 1992, p. 29). Among the
messures the children were given were the Hagtead-Retan, the Wechder Intdligence Scae for
Children, and the Raven's Colored Matrices.

Misperception aso exists concerning the degree to which the children are violent. Some violence
between the street children is to be expected-there are many dreet children, and they live in Situaions



that produce violence and in countries that have a history of violence. Indeed, there is documentation
that the larger boys take advantage of the younger ones in India (Subrahmanyam & Sondhi, 1990), in
South Africa (Hickson & Gaydon, 1989), and in Latin America (Munoz & Pachon, 1980; Munoz &
Paacios, 1980; Tdlez, 1976).

On the other hand, Scharf, Powell, and Thomas (1986), who studied street children in Johannesburg,
found that only 7% of the children were affiliated with gangs. Richter (1989) found few incidents of
delinquency among her sample of 100 South African street children. | found that because the younger
children had better economic prospects than did the older children, the younger ones were able to avoid
being prey to the violence of older children (Aptekar, 1988d).

However violent the children are to each other, it is clear that they fear the violent reactions of the
public. Virtualy every study of dreet children in various Latin American countries reports that the
children's grestest fear is not of going hungry or of missing the security of ther family, it is of police
brutality (de Pineda et d., 1978; Fdl, 1986; Felsman, 1981; Lusk, 1989; Pereira, 1985). The same
findings come from other parts of the world. A study of 1,000 street children in Bombay reveded that
the children's worst fears were of being accosted by the police (Patel, 1990). Similar results come from
South Africa (Randdl, 1988; Richter, 1989; Swart, 1988).

The children have reason to fear hodtility. Between 1987 and 1990 done, there were 1,397 violent
deaths of Brazilian street children (Swart, 1990). In fact, the tota number of Street children killed in
Brazil has, according to one estimate, superseded the casudties in the civil war in Lebanon (Lete &
Egeves, 1991). Even more shocking is tha there is evidence of colluson of date authorities
(AIDSWATCH, 1989b; Emert, 1989; Filgueras, 1992; Jeffrey, 1993). Similar violence has been
found in Colombia (AIDSWATCH, 1989a), Guatemala (Amnesty Internationa, 1990), and South
Africa (Swart, 1988), where government collusion has aso been documented (M cLaghlan, 1986).

Why such violence? One gpproach to ascertaining why there is so much violence toward street children
isto look at the societies that have street children but have not reacted with such hodtility toward them.
There gppears to be less violence toward street children in East Africa, dthough some certainly exists
(Ldor et d., 1992). In Ethiopia, children fed the the current regime has treeted them with kindness
(Lalor et d., 1992). The same authors noted that children report that Sudanese police have actualy
gone out of their way to be helpful to them. This Stuation does not exist in Latin America

The different levels of violence toward street children across cultures might have to do with the fact that,
in Lain America, the dite are European but the origin of the mgority of citizensis indigenous or Aftican,



as can be seen in their darker skin color. In East Aftica, the racid dite are more integrated into society
and members of each tribe are represented in dl socid classes.

Another possble reason for the different levels of hodtility toward street children in East Africa and
Latin America might pertain to family sructure. The dite and the masses in Latin America raise ther
children in different ways. In the dlite Latin American homes, fathers are present and powerful. Boys
learn to respect the father's authority. By contrast, among the poor in Latin America, it is common to
have women at the center of families, and boys are raised not so much to respect authority asto gain an
early independence from home. It is possble that the pgorative attitude toward the street children in
Latin America comes from the perception that street children are not beholden to adult authority. Thus
dreet boys inadvertently press the issue of adult authority a a time when traditiona authority is in
jeopardy (Aptekar, 1989d, 1990a,1992a).

The differences between family structures do not correspond to socia classin East Africaasthey doin
Lain America. In East Africa, family structure and child rearing are not corrdated with socia class or
political power. There are many types of families and many ways to raise children. Further study is
needed to explore this possibility.

CONCLUSION

Street children are redlly street boys. They come from families headed by women who teach them to be
independent at an early age. They are dlowed to be on the Streets only in the poor urban aress of
capitdigtic and non-dictatoria countries in the developing world. It is in these places that they learn to
find a niche in the economy of the poor and that they participate as citizens by earning a living, being
family members, and making judgments about what is right and wrong in their world and in the nation
that controls often with great hodtility-what they can and cannot do. Should they make the mistake of
chdlenging the roles assgned to children or of chalenging the decorum of public places, they are likdy
to become victims of physicd violence.

It is difficult to get an accurate appraisal of street children from sources that have a stake in describing
the children in a certain way. The press, as wdll as the international and national organizations that exist
to provide for the children, exaggerates their rumbers and the degree of their emotiona problems and
delinquency. Misrepresentation from church or civic groups that work with the children can come from
over identifying with the children's gpparent sense of freedom or from seeing the children as symboalic
threats to legitimate authority. This is not to say that these groups do not provide excdlent help for the
children; they do, but they often fall to explain the street children phenomenon accurady. This is
particularly important because it may turn out that the children's biggest problem might not be poverty or



family abuse but the public's atitude toward them-an attitude that is based on misrepresentations and
fueled by the children’'s own provocative behavior. The result, far too often, is violence.

The dramatic theater the children perform, from swalowing burning gasoline flames to peforming
acrobatics at red lights in the middle of centra thoroughfares, is designed to attract attention. When
customers must give money to enter or exit a shop that is "guarded" by street children, or when drivers
must donate to have their parked cars "cared for," or when passengers of public transportation must
pay the children for a "helping hand" to get off a bus or reach a curb from ataxi, the public's anger is
aroused. These and other "services' the children perform not only raise the discomfort of the public but
give the public a reason to pressure the police who are responsible for maintaining public tranq ty

The unfortunate interplay between the confuson of who the children are and the hogtility they receive
and provoke is one good place on which to focus future research. Because the level of hodlility varies
among cultures, cross-culturd comparisons could hep explain and possibly reduce the degree of
violence the children face.

Another vauable area in which cross-culturd research can help isin building amodd that would predict
which circumstances in a given culture (type of family, degree of poverty, psychologicd style of children,
and the like) would explain the origins of dreet children. It is hoped that this line of work would produce
answers to the questions of why only certain poor or abused children become street children.

The changes in traditiond families and the degree to which postmodern urban families create street
children can aso be studied by using cross-culturd examples. The results should indicate more specific
ways in which family structure reaes to the origins of street children.

Finaly, dreet children need to be studied in ration to child refugees who more frequently are being
found on the dreets of large urban centers in the developing world. In spite of severe problems, many
dreet children have survived and even flourished. They may have a good ded to teach us about
psychologica reslience.
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