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The emotional labor of former street

children working as tour guides in
Delhi

Tore Holst

Abstract: In Delhi, former street children guide tourists around
the streets they once inhabited and show how the NGOs they
live with try to resocialize current street children. The “personal
stories” they perform implicitly advocate simple solutions that
conveniently fit the limited engagement of the tourists, whose
ethical position is thereby validated in relation to the NGO. But
this uncomplicated exchange of guides’ emotions for tourists’
capital is in the guides” interest, because it allows them to set
boundaries for the emotional labor of performing their past
suffering. The guides are thus incentivized to work within a
post-humanitarian logic, selling their stories as commodities,
which then incentivize the tourists to act as consumers, who
havelittle choice but to frame their declarations of solidarity with
the children as acts of consumption.

Keywords: Delhi, emotional labor, humanitarianism, India,
narrative group identity, slum tourism, street children,
poverty tourism

“What happens when the poorest, most powerless people of the world start
thinking of theirself-representationaswork?”

Slum tourism is a growing industry worldwide with an estimated million tourists (Frenzel et al.
2015) annually going on tours in informal, urban areas on the edges of the megapolises of the
GlobalSouth, suchas Cape Town, Mumbai, or Rio de Janeiro. They thereby facilitate a very large
number of organized face-to-face encounters between representatives from the Global North
and South, in topoi characterized as the homes of the latter. The workers employed in tourism

industries of the Global South—suchas drivers, waiters, and cooks—oftenliveinthese areas, or



areatleastsituated withinthe same wage bracket as those who do, and thedifference
between slum tourism and other forms of tourism thereby is not that rich and poor encounter
each other much more on slum tours but rather that the socioeconomic differences between
them are consciously explored there. They constitute a rare space of self-representation for the
poorand powerless of the world, curiously facilitated by an industry that usually aims at

invisibilizing the effects of global poverty, as well asthe part it playsin sustainingit.

The case of this article is a “city walk” (CW) facilitated by the NGO Salaam Baalak Trust (SBT)
in Delhi, India. SBT resocializes street children and employs a group of theirformer charges
(ages 18-21) to perform a version of their precarious childhood for tourists on the CW to
generate funding for SBT. These performancesof past sufferingare conceptualized here as
acts of “emotional labor” (Hochschild 1983), which is to say, the labor of managing the
emotions circulating in the co-performed space of the CW. The article finds that the guides
are presented with a series of contradictory demandsthey must balance, and while these do
notdirectly restrict what they canand can’tsay, they createanincentive structurethat indirectly

curbthespace of self-representation allotted them.

The first contradictory demand is that the guides must offer tourists an emotionally engaging
tour while still protecting themselves from reliving the traumas of their childhood in front of
complete strangers three times a week. To achieve this, the guides edit what they say and how
theysayit. Theyedittheir personalstories so that only certain types of past suffering are
represented, namelythetypesthat might bealleviated by SBT, supported by donations from
tourists. Lingering traumas are omitted, along with reference to problems of a systemicnature,
whichnoamountofdonationsfromindividual persons might solve. Furthermore, the stories
aresometimes performedin a deliberately callously lighthearted fashion, which then translates
into a similarlyironicrepresentation of howproblemsoftheGlobalSouthinfluencethe lives of
street children generally. By including the events and emotions they only utter in private
moments, the guides could construct stories that are less callously happy, but they have no
desiretodoso, first, becausetheemotions these stories would elicit in the tourists might
affectthe guidesemotionally,ashearing of past suffering makes the tourists sad. Second, if the
omitted parts of the stories undermine SBT’s position as a legitimate reliever of suffering,
then they simultaneously undermine the moral position of the tourists, who are positioned as
relievers of suffering because they donate to SBT, which might add anxiety and guilt tothe

sadness they project.



The second contradictory demand is that the guides must perform the CW in a way that
workswithinthree differentlogics of exchange characterized by business, charity, and political
engagement, respectively. Mostslumtoursaim to facilitate encounters between representatives
from the Global North and South, and most slum tour operators therefore make a show of
donating to the community they produce as a sight on the tour. Some even frame themselves
as NGOs dedicated to this end, while others, like SBT,startoutasNGOslongbeforetheyventure
into tourism. This means tourists are situated simultaneously as consumers buying a slum tour as a
commodity from a tour operator within a tourism economy and as potential donors presented

with an appeal for donations from representatives of an NGO within an economy of charity.

The edited version of the personal story works well within this dual framework, as the problems
narrated in the personal stories are only those that might be solved by the market orindividual
donations. Furthermore, ifthe co-performance ofthe CWisunderstoodaswork(i.e., an act of
emotional labor sold on the market to tourists), then it is legitimate for the guides to setalimit
ontheiremotionalinvolvementand/ ordiscussitinrelationtotheremunerationthey receive.
This performance, however, blocks an understanding of the CW as an act of political
engagement, where the problems experienced by representatives of the Global South are
exposedinalltheirterribleness, causesarefound, responsibility is assigned, alliances are forged,
and solidarity might emerge between them and representatives from the Global North. Tourists
lookingforsuchanexperienceare metwith edited stories, ironic performances, and appeals for
money rather than solidarity, and the only way they might make solidarity relevantis to insistthat
theguideshaveother,morepainfulstories to tell and other, darker feelings to project, which

would amount to a forcible transgression of the emotional boundaries set by the guides.

The article will proceed from a theoretical framing of emotional laborintourism, charity, and
political encounters toward an analysis of how this labor is performed on the CW.This
analysis exploreshow the personal stories performed on the CW are shaped, rehearsed, and
edited; what purpose these stories serve; what events are omitted; and how theyin the end

constitutea narrative groupidentity shared by theguides, whichtheyperformforaliving.

Emotional labor on slum tours?

Emotionallaborasaconceptwasfirsttheorized by Arlie Hochschild (1983), who studies how
workers cultivate and manage their emotionsso that they become aligned with the “feeling rules” of

theirworkplace andsociety at large, and she concludesthatemotionsaretherebyanimportant



part of the labor the workers sell to the employers, who then commodify and market it to the
consumer. To Hochschild, this commodification takes onsinister overtones, asit pertains not
only to what Erving Goffman called “surface acting” (a form of professional pretense) but also
“deep acting,” which areself-induced feelings that are felt as “real,” though forcibly aligned

with the aforementioned “feelingrules” (1983: 35).

Since 1983, three interrelated shifts in perception seem to have changed how emotional
labor is viewed theoretically. First, the Foucauldian shift toward a conceptualization of the
subject as “empty” hasresultedin ablurring of the Goffmanian separation of the “identity” of
the subjectand therolesit plays. This means the “deepacting” ofanemotionallaborerisa
performancethatisperhapsconstitutiveofone ormore of the subject positionsthat make up
the laborer’s identity, rather than some external artifact such asa “role” the laborer plays.
Thisdevelopmentisalsovisibleinlaterstudies of emotional labor (e.g., Ashforth and Tomiuk
2000; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003), and it opens up for an analysis of acts of emotional
laborasthe performance of work-related identities situated within power relations that structure

how they might be performed.

The second shift deals with how emotions are widely theorized as inherently social. Hochschild's
study of how flight attendants and funeral directors each in their way work toward making
their clients feel in certain waystakes this point of departure implicitly, but the affective
turn of the 2000s has explicated the theoretical basis of her analysis, perhaps most
eloquentlyin Sara Ahmed’s (2004b) phenomenology of how the subject/body is constituted
affectively and in recent studies of “affective attunement” focusing on how individuals in
groups become emotionally aligned (e.g., Timm Knudsen and Stage 2015). Thiscontextualizes
the assertion not that tourists’ emotions are external to CW guides but rather that affect (and
therebyemotions)circulatesbetweenbodiesin economies (Ahmed 2004a), where the
circulation itself intensifies the force with which they are felt. Based on this framework, the
article theorizes CWs as spaces of affective negotiation co-performed between guides and
tourists, where affect and capital circulate parallel to each other. The emotional labor of CW
guides thereby consists of facilitating the co-performance of this space by balancing the flow
of affect and capital in relation to each other, and while | outlined the result of this balancing act

earlier, the next analysis will concentrate on how it is performed on the CW.

The third shift in how emotional laboris perceived has been identified by, forexample,

Eleanor Johnson (2015) and is perhaps a consequence of the first shift toward the empty self.



TheGlobal North’slabormarketstendtoviewa workplace’sfeeling rules as an identity the laborer is
expected to adopt. If this identity is then naturalizedassimplywhotheemotionallaboreris, rather
than a subject position the laborer decides to perform, emotional laboris no longerviewed as work
for which emotional laborer’s can expect remuneration. Ethically speaking, this problematizes
CW guides’ emotional labor in two opposing ways: the circulation of affect between guides and
tourists is treated as acommodity ought bythetourists, whichis problematicbecauseit
encouragesguidestomisrepresenttheir pastto protectthemselvesandtherebyvalidate the
system that employs them. But it would be equally problematic if CW guides wereexpected to
facilitate this circulation of affect without remuneration, based on the argument that they were
basically “being themselves” on the CW, because they had adopted the identity of the “former

street child” so completely that no competingidentities could be conceived of.

Whiletherelatively newresearchfield of slum tourism studies (Freire-Medeiros 2009, 2013;
Frenzel et al. 2012, 2015; Ma 2010; Steinkriiger 2016) is largely silent on the issue of emotional
well-being of workers in the industry, neighboring fields seem to have identified paradoxes
similartotheonesdiscussed here. Aseriesof studies of voluntourism (Guiney 2017; Guiney
and Mostafanezhad 2014; Reas 2015) theorizes the emotional transactions taking placebetween
tourists and children at Cambodian orphanages as a type of emotional child labor,where the
childrenare encouragedto perform certain emotions connected to vulnerability, which
volunteers and visitors can then alleviate with physicalaffection. The dynamics betweenvisitors
and guides resemble this article’s case, but the critique articulated in these studies is largely
predicatedonthechildrenbeingunderageand thus not in a position to choose for themselves
whether they want to participate. As this article’sobject ofanalysisishow 18-to-21-year-olds
reenact their childhood, the CW guides don’t engagein childlaborinthelegal sense (though
they do commodify their childhood), so arguing that they should receive remuneration for

their work is not as ethically indefensible as in the Cambodian cases.

But why do tourists feel this emotional exchange is necessary in the first place? One answer is
provided by studies of voluntourism (Crossley 2012; Vodopivec and Jaffe 2011), which seem
to suggest that voluntouristsexpect to enact a series of emotional “scripts” in their interaction
with representatives of the Global South they have volunteered to help. These scripts entail
an emotional attachment predicated on a fantasy of a one-way relationship between the
helping North and helped South, which is gradually deconstructed in the actual interaction
with those they seek to help. Furthermore, tour operators, volunteer-sending agencies,and
NGOsincreasinglyattempttosell the ability to meaningfully help asifitwere a valuable

commodity to both slum tourists and voluntourists. Both groups are thereby situated withina



logic of exchange in which business and charity go hand in hand, which, as argued earlier, often

obscuresthe problemsthatcannot be solved within this framework.

Toideologically place this link between charity and business, we might turn to studies of
how humanitarianism as such has been reconceptualized within the global aidindustry in the
past 30 years. Analyzing mediatized campaigns, such as celebrity-driven aid shows, telethons,
and online aid games, Lilie Chouliaraki (2006, 2012) identifies what she calls a “post-
humanitarian” approach to aid, stemming from a disenchantment with solidarity-driven
development and emergency aid as the solution to prevent future global suffering. Instead of
playingonstrongemotionsofanger, disgust, orgriefattheinjusticesoftheworld, aidcampaigns
increasingly appeal for temporary, emotionally measured, or even ironic responses to distant
suffering, in ways similar to howbrands try to engage consumers. Again, the pleasurable feeling
of being able to help becomes the commodity on sale. Slum tours might thereby be theorized
as a new type of post-humanitarian aid show, where the spectator/donor/tourist and the
sufferer/receiver/guide are not separated by screens as in mediatized aid campaigns butrather
co-performtheslumtourinafaceto-face encounter. The proximity between the participants
isimportant, becauseitalters how theguidesperformtheemotionallaboroffacilitatingthe
circulation of affectinrelationto capital. The measured, sometimesironic, response tosuffering
notonly persistsin the face-to-face encounter but seems to become a coping strategy for

everyoneconcerned.

Performing emotional boundaries

lonly get sad when [the visitors] get sad. (Interview with Kabir)*

TE: What do you do if the visitors start to cry?

Rishaan: We say, “Don’tworry, we’llgive you a tissue paper.”

Eachyear, thousands of Indian children run away, get lost from their families, are
abandoned, or are simply sentaway fromalifein ruralIndiamarred by starvation, violence,

and few prospects. If they board trainsin the states east of Delhi, chances are that their train



will terminateatNew DelhiRailwayStation, where they disembark onto an uncertain destiny.
Many are below the age of 10, while some, accompanied by older siblings, are asyoungas 3 or
4. Iftheyarerelatively lucky, they encounterasocial worker from one of the many NGOs that
work for Delhi’s 51,000 street children.? One of these is SBT,and while most of the children
encountered are reunited with their parents, 637 children are presentlyaccommodatedin
SBT's five shelter homes—two for girls, three for boys. SBT raises these children, and each year
two tothreestarttrainingas CWguidesattheage of 15. When theyturn 18 and move out of
the shelterhomes, theyare hired onathree-year contractas guides. The CW program
members thereby consist of six to nine trainees who are gradually hired as guides, and an equal

number ofguideswhoaregraduallyretiredandmoved on to otherjobs.

From 2011 to 2014, | engaged in three periods of fieldwork, for a total of five and a half
months, where | stayed in a volunteer flat provided by SBT. | followed the CW, mapped out its
route, recorded its content, worked with the CW guides on improving their English
proficiency, worked alongside SBT staff in envisioning changes to the CW, and facilitated an
evaluation of how the guides perceived their working environment. A large body of
observations and interviews conducted in relation to this work became the empirical basis
of a PhDdissertationandlateramonograph (Holst 2018), butthe material selectedforthisarticle
is narrowed down to a series of recordings of the guides’ personal stories, performed at the end
of each CW, along with a series of interviews with the guides. The quotes above are taken
fromtheseinterviews, andthey pertainto how the guides use the personal stories to set
emotional boundaries for the type ofinvolvement they are willing to entertain. Before delving

into this topic, | will briefly explore the performative context the stories appear in.

TheCWhasasetrouteandscriptthat mirrorsthetypicallifejourneyofastreetchildwho enters
the care of SBT. It begins outside New Delhi Railway Station, where the guide tells of the many
childrenwhoarrive unaccompanied by adults. The CW then proceeds via narrow streetstoa
“recycleshop,”wherestreetchildren sell recyclable materials they mostly scrounge fromthe
station. Thenextstopenrouteisoneof SBT’s 12 “contact points,” where street children usually
encounter SBT for thefirsttime. This oneissituatedinthestation’sparkinglotand is
particularly busy, as it not only offers medical care, food, and informal schooling to street
childrenbutisalsopartofanoutreachprogram, where social workers enter the station, contact

the newly arrived children, and encourages them to join SBT.

The CW's route ends at SBT’s headquarter, the somewhat dilapidated Aasra shelter home for
boys. Itisthesmallestof SBT'sshelterhomes and functions as a halfway station for up to 50 boys

atatime, who, within sixmonths, should ideally be either reunited with their families or



accommodated in a shelter home with more facilities than Aasra. Once inside, the visitors
are encouraged to interact with the boys for 15 minutes—the language barrier makes for a
prevalence of physicalgameslike pat-a-cake or drawing—and are then led into a small office
where the guide elaborates on SBT's work and challenges. Asavisualaid, they refertoposters
with pictures of young men and women who have “graduated” from SBT and are either former
guidesorsuccessstories. Finally, theguide tells their personal story of how they made the
journey from the street to SBT, mirrored by the CW route. The CW visitorsfill outa
feedback form, proceed to a separate office to pay their mandatory donation of 200 rupees
($3) (thoughmanydonate much more), afterwhich theyareescortedbacktotherailwaystation

and disperse.

Fortourists, the testimony of the personal story resonates with what they have just
experienced onthe CW:the Aasra children (some as young assix years old), the chaotic
informal urbanism of Paharganj, and the emaciated street children hanging out at the contact
point. The performance of the personal story thereby has the potential to evoke strong
emotionsinthe tourists, especially in visitors who have children oftheirown,*andthequotes
abovespeaktothis fact. Kabir says he has acquired so much distancetohis pastsufferingthathe
getssaddened only by the sadness of tourists, while Rishaan goes even further to state that
he'll tell tourists he hasatissue paperready forthemwhenthey start to cry, implying they, not
he, will need it. He thereby insists on performing a professional identityasalaborermanagingthe

circulationof emotionsheisnottouchedby,eventhoughthey are elicited by his own story.

During my fieldwork, Rishaan developed frombeingacheekyyoungtraineeintoanadult guide,
boredwithhisjobofself-representation. The following example is a performance of his personal
story that was recorded shortly before histhree-yeartenurewasupin2014,anditprovides a
hyperbolic example of the distancing techniques the guides employed to delineate the
boundaries of the comfortable, affective space of negotiation the tourists might move within

when co-performing theCW.

Rishaan:So, friends, nowlamgoingto tellyouaboutmyself,areyouinterested?
CW visitors: Yes!

Rishaan: What is my name?



CW visitors: Rishaan!

Remembering someone’s name is crucial if a space is to be established where confidences
might be comfortably exchanged, but guides’ names are generally unfamiliar to most visitors, so
theytendto be forgotten between thefirst introduction and the narration of the personal
story 105 minutes later. The quiz is a cheeky reminder of the CW’s touristy frame and
communicates to potentially emotional visitors that excessive emotions will not be welcome.

He continues:

Rishaan: Good, so my name isRishaan. Whenlwasfiveyearsold, |leftmyhome
because myfatherusedtobeatmealot, and my mother always support myfather. One
day,myfamilygetseparate.Theconsequence was: me and my other brother take with
my father and my small sister when with my mother. I stay with my fatherforafew

days, thenherealizethat| can’t earn money for him, so he left me at the market.
CW visitor: Uh!

Rishaan:Iwasvery[noiseonrecording], but he didn’t come back again. While Iwas
waiting for him, | met a couple of people who told me, “l am your aunty and uncle,” and
“Your father will never come backagain.” Justbecause ofthat, Iran [to] theirhomeand
startedworkingforthem. Theyalwaysbeat me,and sometimethey put chili inmy

eyes.
CW visitor 1 [sounding incredulous]:They put chili in your eyes?

Rishaan: Afterwards, | thought, “If this is life, | don’t want this life anymore.” |

plannedto run fromthere.

The storyis one of betrayal, abandonment, deceit, violence, and, finally, desperation, prompting
thenarratortoescapetoanuncertainfuture attheageoffive. Yet,itistoldinamatter-of-fact way,
with pauses that leave space for the visitors to interject exclamations, and proceeds with a
comical reference to the fact that the visitors might get “Delhi belly” (diarrhea) if they tried
eating the discarded food he was forced to eat while surviving on hisown. Though ahorrible

detail,itreceiveslaughsallaround,andsoonhe is back with yetanother quiz, thistime about
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which movies he likes: Hollywood or Bollywood?Theyguesswrong, as hisfavoritemovie is the
Hollywood production The Pursuit of Happyness (Muccino 2006). And, true to that
statement, the story has a happy ending teleologically situatedinthe future, and the CW visitors

suspend disbelief in this happy end with these departing words:

Rishaan: So, is there any more question you have about my life?
CWoVisitor2:Justthatwe admireyour... butyourEnglishis quite good actually.

CW visitor 1: We admire your guts.

AsCW visitor 2 cannot decide whetherto complimenttheguideonhisgutsorhisEnglish
proficiency, he ends up doing both clumsily, though CW visitor 1 finishes the statement. Though
this performanceisalmost a caricature of detachment, itillustrates a distancing technique
commontotheguidesofinvitingthe CW visitors to affectively attune themselvesto a
lighthearted atmosphere by frequentinvitationstolaughter, using jokesand quizzes. At a
deeper level, however, the CW visitors seem to accept these invitations because of how the
personalstoryisstructured,andlwilltherefore next focus on how the guides’ individual stories are

conceived, shaped, and edited in a collective processthat usually stretch over manyyears.

The shaping of the “personal story”

During my fieldwork, | collected thepersonal stories of nine male guides and two female
trainees, and the structures of the stories are sufficiently similar to be analyzed asfitting
withina “master narrative” (Pandey 2012) that serve several contradictory functions. As stated
earlier, it must be emotionally engaging, while not excessively so, and create a logic of exchange
wheretherolesof SBT,guides, andtourists mutually validate each other ethically. Furthermore,
it must link the narrator to the collective identity of the former street childrenworking as CW
guides, in a way that authenticatesthe narrator’s position as someone who legitimately controls

how affect and capital might circulate andbe exchangedforeach otheronthe CW.
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The CW program’s structure is well suited to constructing, editing, and performinga personal
story. Trainees who join the program are presentedwiththreegoalstobeachievedbythe time
theybecomeguides:(1)learntospeakand write English, (2) memorize the CW script,and (3)
constructa“personalstory”tobetoldonthe CW. In practice, the voluntourists attached to SBT
helpthetraineesachievethesegoalswithin the same didactic frame. English proficiency is taught
viathe example of the CW script, which in turn holds general information about the lives of
street children. Together, these give a language and a context for the trainees’ initial attempts
atapersonalstorytobenarratedatthe end of the CW. Simultaneously, trainees play the role of co-
guides onthe CW, where they follow more experienced guides around and listen to their
performances of the scriptand story. This provides inspiration for the narrative format of the
trainee’s personal story, and a “personal order” (Wetherell 2007) of life events gradually
emergeswitheachiterationofthe personal story, told within the didactic frame of English
lessonsandthe CW.This personal order can be identifiedasaseries of plot pointsinthe master

narrative of the personal story, and | will give a few examples of how they function.

The most commonly replicated plot point among the stories is the ending. A story’s end,
understood in narratological terms(Brooks 1992; Sarbin 1986), is where the original
conflict is resolved, and this point is always reached inthe personalstorieswhentheguideshave
become “success stories” like the young men and women on the poster in the SBT office. Joining
SBTis therefore always included in the stories as a pivotal moment of redemption, because that is
the event that allows them to concentrate on this journey toward success, whereas the ending
of the personal story, such as Kiaan'’s, is situated afterthe time oftelling,inateleologically
constructed future where goals formulatedin the present have been achieved: “Now, |
complete my high school and | complete my graduation from Delhi University [Department] of
Commerce, and after | have graduated, maybe | will [inaudible] or get a job in tourism
industry.” Kiaan can enumerate his past, present, andfuture degreesand careers, and he thereby
performs his own future internalization of the discourse of resocialization-through-
personalachievement that is the basis of all the “success stories” posted on the walls of the office
where thestoryisnarrated. Heislinguisticallyunable tospeak ofhisfutureselfinthefuturetense,
but sincehehasn’tachievedhisgoalsyet,thatisOK, and, besides, hisimperfect English pointstohis

street credentials if not his education.

The conflicts established in the beginning of the personal stories are much more diverse than
their resolutions. What they consist of largely depends on what hasin fact transpired inthe
narrator’slife,andsincethe guideshad quite different lives from each other before

encountering SBT, this is perhaps unsurprising. However, there are similarities, because the first
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partofanypersonalstoryalways explainshow the narratorcametobeina position where SBT
could play its redemptive part, so the conflict needs to be constructed as something that can
indeedberesolvedbythatact. Thisopensupfor the necessity of “plotting” (Brooks 1992), and as
theguidesbecomeincreasinglyadeptatthis, their personal stories beginto be about
something more than themselves and hold more than a mere description of the suffering they

have personally endured and how they were saved from it.

They thus “theme” the conflicts of their personal stories, and Hanuman’s story is an example. It
starts in Mumbai, where he is separated from his parents and sent 1,700 kilometers north
to the city of Patna, where he is enrolled at a children’s home, which he escapes from. The
storythenconcentratesonwaystosurvive onthe street until he gives up that life and joins SBT.
Here, he is talking about the “fakedrinking water trick”: “I saw it happened in station that
somestreetchildrenwerefillingwaterbottle from the tap and selling inside train station,
sometimes the kind of water you tourists get sick from. Wealso filled our own bottlesfrom a
tap.” This, however,does not provide asecure life, so when a gang contacts Hanuman, he at

first refuses:

But they started telling me, “If you live with us, you cannot find the problem from the police
issue and local public.” | started living with them and joined the gang, and | learned how to
pickpocketing. | was the youngest pickpocketer in that group. Like eight and a half. Slowly,

slowly, | became a professional pickpocketer living on the street.

The gang then goes to Delhi to “earn more money,” and though he encounters several social
workers who encourage him to join them, the idea that apparently moves him to leave the gang
and join SBTis the dream of having a steady job as a train conductor, though this is later
supplanted with dreams of beingin the tourism business. The title of the story could thus be
“Resocialization: From Scallywag to budding Citizen.” The narrator’s shifting affiliations illustrates
theimpossibility of surviving by yourself onthe street foranylength oftime,and encountering SBT

offershimaway outof thislife.

Asacontrast, we mightturnto the personal story of Ahmed, who, like four of the seven

guides, decides to run away from a poor, abusive, dysfunctionalhome.
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My father used to play gambling a lot. Helostall our moneyin gambling, and his addiction
made us a poor family and caused trouble almost every night at home.So,oneday,ldida
small mistake and forthatlwashbeatenverybadly. That time, | realized: Why should I live here?
He always trouble my whole family, and healways beat me. Then|plannedtorun awayfrom
home. Like one night, Itook out3,000rupeesoutof myfather'spocket. Inmorningtime, lwore
myschool dress, put some clothesinto myschoolbag, and | told my parents that I'm going to
my school, but I instead took a bus for the railway station and | came to Delhi by train. |

wasaboutnineandahalfyears old.

Later,Ahmed’sstoryalsofocusesonshiftingaffiliations as a means of survival and the punitive
measures of the police, but unlike Hanuman’s story, the conflict here is constituted by the
loss of a home, and redemption can therefore onlybeachievedbyfindinganewone,andthis

“searchforhome” isanothercommonthemein the personal stories.

Despite the diversity in the conflicts portrayed, a certain “point of no return” canbe traced
fromtheearliest personalstoriestold by guidesin2006tofourofsevenstoriesin2013: The
sequence of events starts with a descriptionoflivinginanabusive familyfollowed bya
monetarytheftandanescapeviasomemodeof transport, usuallyatrain. Including the theftin
the narrative serves a double purpose. It explains how it is practically possible for the narrator to
leave; like Hanuman’s selling of fake drinking water or pickpocketing, Ahmed'’s theft explains
children’sacts of pettycrimeastheirway of surviving in an adult world. But it is also inserted asan
act of dramatic betrayal that would make it hard for the narrator to return to their family without
suffering a severe dose of the treatment that drove them away in the first place. Itis a figurative
bridge burning in the background, as theyoung protagonist makestheirwaytoward an uncertain
future, and as such is a compelling motive found in many stories where children—mostly
boys—strike out ontheir ownto meettheirfortune, from Dickens's(1841) Oliver Twist to Adiga’s
(2008) White Tiger. As we shall see, itisalsosomethingofasimplification. Tosum up, the
similarities in the narrative structures of the personal stories indicate that trainees borrow
themes, details, plotlines, and endingsfromtheolderguides, therebycontributing to the
continual production of a narrative group identity as “former street children,” whichthen
providesthem witha positionthey mightinhabitinrelationtoboth SBTand the CW visitors.

Moreover, the endings of the personal stories are situated somewhere in a not too distant,
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unequivocally happy future, which is facilitated by SBT, and the encounter with SBT social

workers is therefore represented as apivotalmomentofredemptionfortheguides.

Excluded events and emotional boundaries

Some of the narrative elements not included in the official personal stories were passedon to
mein private moments by SBT staff, longterm volunteers, former guides, and the current
guides themselves. As | collected and ordered them into alternative narratives, they opened up
for the possibility of other plotlines, themes, and endings, which situates the guides differently in
relationtoboth SBTand CW visitorswhile complicating the relation between the guides and

thestreet childrentheyclaimtorepresent.

One type of alternate version of the master narrative of the personal story complicates the
narrators’ compartmentalization of subject positions and the narration of the transitions
between them as concrete and irrevocable. The narrative model for how the guides stage their
escapewithits“pointofnoreturn”ischallenged by the fact that most of the guides—indeed,
most street children—run away in stages. Some have “false starts,” where the transportation they
thoughtwouldtakethemtothecitybringsthem onlysome ofthe way orinthe wrongdirection.
Othersarecaughtbyauthoritiesormembers of theirfamilybeforetheyreach Delhi,andevenif
theyreach Delhi, most children are returnedto their respective homes, while only a minority
remains “runaways,” largely by refusing to give up their families’ namesand addresses. One clear
indicator of thisis that many of these guides, whoinitially positionthemselvesasorphansin
theirpersonalstories, contacttheir parentsand siblingsoncetheirpositionwithinSBTissecure

andthey trust they won’t be sent back to live with them in the countryside.

Similar reasons seem to be behind the very name “street child,” as SBT staff confided in me
that when runaways first encounter SBT social workers, they typically start referring to
themselves as “street children” because this is the category of children the organization has a
mandate to work with (Hodges 2011). There is thereby a circularity in the naming of a “street
child,” which seems to persist when they move ontothe subject position of the “former street
child”—a useful claim for guides, because it enablesthemtoconvincinglyrepresentthecurrent
streetchildrentheyattempttospeakforon the CWwhilealsorepresentingthe NGOthatis trying
to resocialize them. The category thereby exists in a protracted state of liminality where the
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subjectis perpetually becomingresocialized by SBT while never actually attaining it before their
timeasguidesisup.Thecircularityofchildren labeling themselves “street children” and telling a
“street child’s story” to gain access to services offered by organizations such as SBT canbe
readasanexampleoftheiragency, but while it serves their needs, it also validates the NGOs
working with street children, because it frames them as a separate group that might
meaningfully be helped. This separation then helps the CW visitors connect emotionally to
the children they meet within SBT, as opposed to the children they encounter outside, whom

theyaretoldtheycannothelp byrandomlydonating to them.

This distinction is undermined by the fact that most children run from poverty and hunger
ratherthanindividualizedabuse,and even if the latter occurs in other personal stories, the
frequent mentions of poverty and hunger meansit cannotbe separated fromthe
socioeconomic context it exists within. The 250,000 farmersuicidesinthe 1990sand 2000s
(Sainath 1996, 2011), as well as India’s 60 million malnourishedchildren(Gragnolatietal.
2005:xiv), are poignant examples that vast areas of rural India suffer from conditions of
deprivationusually foundin disaster or war zones. Thismeans the guides are a part of a much
larger group of children, most of whom are not helped and whose problems are too big to
be solved by NGOs. But because NGOs like SBT rely on a logic of exchange that see no
difference between business and charity, they restrict themselves to representing problems that
can be alleviated by fees/donations, rather than, say, a larger political engagement, and by

adopting the master narrativeinthe shaping of their personal story, the CW guides follow suit.

Another category of alternate versions of the personal story excludes shameful and/or
illegalactivitiesthat stigmatizethe narrator excessively. Theseinclude sexualabuse, aswellas
crimes committed that, unlike the “fake drinking water trick,” don’t fit the figure of the
Dickensian scallywag, such as stories of serious gang fights or muggings, where opponents or
victims have been leftin uncertain circumstances, which might result in jail time for the narrator,
ifitiseverpubliclyknownwhoperpetratedthe violence. Again, the emotional boundary
performed by the guides coincides with thelogic of business/charity asthe added trauma of
admittinginjuriesinflicted ratherthaninjuries born coincide with the difficulty of framing
cruelty to others as minorimpediments on the way toward a “happy future.” Within the logic of
themasternarrative, villainsdon'tgethappy endings, but on a more profound level, these
events allude to the disastrous socioeconomic contexts the guides have escaped but that still
left theirmarkintermsoftheactionsit made them perform and that still trap the guides’

families (especially siblings) and friends made while on the street.
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Crucially, the interviews about the personal storiesrevealedthatatleast some of the guides
thought tourists might guess what they omitted. The following interview started with Ali showing
me anew tattooon hiswrist that inexpertly covered a scar from a wound, which looked like a
suicide attempt. He askedmewhatIthoughtof thetattoo,andItoldhimwasnice, eventhough it
drew attention to the scar rather than coveringit up. Perhapsit served the samefunctionas the

personalstory? Asigntostrangersthatthey shouldleavethescarunderneathalone?

Talkingaboutwhenwewereonthestreet and how we struggle, talking about
strugglinglife,whatwereallyface.Butwecan’t say everything what happened
to us.And people [theguides], they don’tfeelhappy to say everything |
don’t think so, it isrequired, youknow,andguidewillalso not feel good to
say everything, because, you know, maybe they can be very emotionally—
again, theyhavetocomeagain in depression and think it about that,so

thatisnotgoodfortheguideaswell.

Concluding remarks

The master narrative behind the individual personal stories performed on the CW supports the
affectiveattunement of CW visitorstoward a callously lighthearted atmosphere of jokes and
quizzes—not by omitting hardship altogether but by including only that which serves as initial
impediments onthe wayto a happyending situated teleologically in a not too distant future.
Similarly, it invites the guides to portray the transitionsbetween different subject positionsthey
inhabitasconcreteandirrevocableinwaysthat support their separation from the social context
they have escaped. The guides, visitors, and SBT thereby enter a circular ethical validation, where
itisinthe mutualself-interestofallthree partiestopretendthelargercontextofsuffering is
beyondthescope oftheiractions.SBThasadopted a logic of exchange where business creates
fundingfor charity,and the master narrative of the personal story supports thismodel, as it
includes only problems that are solvable within this framework, while visitors situated as both
consumers and donors are validated through SBT’s actions. For the guides, belonging to the
collective identity of the “former streetchild” in a system of charity has its benefits. It partly
destigmatizes their experiences by providing a platform for the narration of a version of
them, butitalsorewardsthemforrepresenting themselvesasvictimsofatype of sufferingthat

SBT has alleviated. Similarly, there are benefits to being situated asanemotionallaborerina
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tourismindustry, because it allows the guides to treat the performing of that collective identity as a
job. When Ali talks about what is “required” in terms of self-representation, he isspeaking

within this logic of exchange.

Evidence ofthe problemsthismodel cannot address presentsitself to the visitorsin myriad
ways, but, like a tattoo across a scar, the function of the personal story is not to cover up
inconsistencies and traumas but to point to the mutual interest of the guides, visitors, and SBT
topretend theyaren’tthere, as well as to the emotional frailty of the guides performing a
bearable version of their own past suffering. The emotional labor of guides thereby consists in
persuadingvisitorstostaywithintheboundaries ofthe comfortable space of affective negotiation
marked out by them, and they attempt todo so by performinganimplicit pleatothe visitors
to at least pretend to suspend disbeliefin the personal story and its lighthearted

callousness.

Notes
1 All names of guides and trainees are pseudonyms.
2 The figure varies greatly, but this conservative estimate comes from Bhaskaran and Mehta (2011).

3 Foranin-depthanalysis of tourists’ responses, see Holst (2018).
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