
Tea stalls – or cha ghor – are present 
throughout Dhaka, clus-

tered around junctions and footspaces. Tea arrived in 
Bangladesh during British colonial rule, and agricultur-
al production in the region dates back to the forests of 
Assam in 1823. Black tea from Bangladesh’s northern 
regions is served in small glass mugs, available with con-
densed milk or ginger, but always with copious spoons 
of sugar. Additionally, the owners – hailed universally 
as Mama (uncle) and Kala (auntie) – ply their count-
ers and shelves with biscuits, processed sweetbuns, ba-
nanas, gum, and cigarettes, with small variations. These 
structures range in construction from assemblages of 
[scavenged] wood to welded trolleys; some are perched 

precariously, rooting themselves in the cracks of the ur-
ban, while others assemble obviously in public spaces 
in confident rows. Multiple aluminum kettles simmer 
at various stages over propane flames, hidden around 
the stall operator’s feet by cardboard or brick windshel-
ters. Glasses are washed and returned to a metal tray. 
Small, crumpled denomination are placed in the lock-
box. Individuals and groups of patrons stand in close 
proximity, or sit on wooden benches and ledges where 
available. Rain increases the scarcity of space as pass-
erbys take shelter under the tarps and bamboo lashing, 
slotted in around dripping fissures in a haze of cigarette 
smoke. I visit tea stalls multiple times in a day, punctu-
ating meetings, meals, and travel.

While I focus here exclusively on tea stalls, Dhaka’s 
streets are lined with all manner of prepared food, sold 
through vendors of varying degrees of informality. 
Other urban centres in the Global South have similar 
features their food systems, providing analogous fare. 
‘Street food’, as it is commonly referred to, was defined 
by the FAO as:
‘a wide range of ready-to-eat foods and beverages sold 
and sometimes prepared in public spaces, notably 
streets. Like fast foods, the final preparation of streets 
foods occurs when the customer orders the meal, which 
can be consumed where it is purchased or taken away. 
Street foods and fast foods are low in cost compared 
with restaurants and offer an attractive alternative to 

home-cooked food. In spite of these similarities, 
street food and fast food enterprises differ in variety, 
environment, marketing techniques and ownership ”

I situate the tea stall – the most widely prevalent type 
of streetfood – within this wider category for purposes 
of generalization. The following sections examine tea 
stalls in Bangladesh with participant observation 
and interviews along three thematic lines: the tea 
stall; the tea wallah; and customer, expanding into 
questions of contested space and discourses, food 
security, livelihoods and ritual. Street food across the 
region and the Global south is politicized, structured, 
marginalized, and subverted, and is an integral feature 
of the urban majority experience. I have always 
appreciated the role that tea stalls play in my own 
experience of Dhaka, from the experiences themselves 
with friends and coworkers, to the opportunity it 
has given me to observe and participate in a highly 
regular and immensely widespread social practice, the 
inspiration for this installment of my Capstone project. 
Thus this study is drawing primarily on qualitative 
participant observation
For the purpose of accuracy, the observations included 
were collected during a formal study period, consisting 
of three observation sessions, and semi-structured 

interviews with participants and relevant experts. I 
situated my three themes of inquiry for these methods 
within my wider experience, and engaged with tea-stall 
owners with whom I was known. In exploring the socio-
ecological shape, role, and meaning of tea stalls, I have 
clustered my inquiry around three symbols: the tea-stall 
(with regards to the space it occupies, in contestation 
of government power); the tea-wallah (¬tea-stalls as a 
livelihood strategy); and the customer (tea stalls in food 
distribution and food security, as well as public space 
and ritual). 

The
TEA STALL: 
     Three perspectives    



1. The tea stall as: 
INFORMALITY AND 
CONTESTED SPACE

Despite it still being early in the morning – a necessity 
for a reasonable cross-town commute – the sun is high 
October 12, and I survey the last remaining hundred 
yards of my journey through narrowed eyes, still feeling 
the pull of an inadequate night’s sleep. I am still technically 
on time, though with some variance on its ideal form. 
At this point stopping for cha is no longer a weighed 
consideration, it verges on an autonomic response.  I 
pull a hard right on the sidewalk and continue down 
a side street heading south off the main thorough way 
– already delving for and smoothing the crumpled two-
taka notes that have permanent residence in my jeans. 
One just assumes that they will have money for tea. This 
morning though I look up and stop, disoriented. While 
the street is normally lined densely on either side by tea 
sellers and patrons wearing the identification cards of 
the numerous surrounding NGOs and development 
banks, it is devoid of both sellers and patrons and 
littered with the shards of wooden stalls. Someone 
farther down the street picks through the wood, once 
shipping palettes and wooden spools continuing their 
long transformations through differing configurations 
of informal construction. Some policemen sit nearby 
exuding a seemingly profound boredom, while others 
circle waiting for their departure, like a tidal rhythm 
between intermittent governance performances and the 
city’s diverse – and necessary - informal strategies.
In exploring the larger socio-ecological role that tea stalls 
play in Dhaka, it is both fascinating – and a matter of 
great consequence, as obvious from above – to consider 
first the actual space that the tea stall occupies, the area 
where the tea seller sustains themselves economically, 
where customers gain both dietary and social 
nourishment, and so forth. The individual stall and 
the larger groups in which they are almost exclusively 
found exist in fiercely contested space, burgeoned 
by the need for urban food distribution and opposed 
inconsistently by various parts of the government and 

private businesses, property owners and developers. 
Correspondingly, the tea stall and informal street food 
are contested ideationally in public discourse. 
The ruins that greeted me that morning are physical 
debris shed in the conflict-laden social production of 
space. The tea stalls exists as a site of distribution in the 
urban food system and as a livelihood. Explored below, 
both of these purposes are characterized by their high 
degree of informality, both by definition and branding 
in media and by academic sources. 
Since its first usage by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), the term ‘informal sector’ has 
encompassed a growing number of definitions  , but is 
widely as all “ employment without formal contracts 
(i.e., covered by labour legislation), workers benefits 
or social protection – both inside and outside informal 
enterprises .” However this institutional definition is 
contested, as Hart notes, “informality lies in the eyes of 
the beholder .” To move beyond state centricity, Etzold 
suggests a more effective operationalization by looking 
at the degree of informality of the institutions that 
structure the interaction in an area, and by revealing the 
way actors recognize them and act accordingly. Etzold 
argues that, “When we draw an institutional scale 
according to a hierarchy of legally binding or socially 
codified rules and link it to the hegemonic actors that 
structure the institutions, the nature of social ties that 
underlie the interaction and the specific characteristics 
of the interaction, a continuum from informal to 
formal social interactions emerges .” This construction 
of formal vs informal as more of a scale than a strict 
dichotomy reveals greater nuances in the interplay of 
both state and non-state actors within networks which 
range across formal and informal spheres. 
From a legal perspective, the multiplicity of teastalls 
adorning the streets of Dhaka do not exist – banned 
along with all unlicensed sale of food in public areas since 
the implementation of the Pure Food Ordinance 1959; 

Dhaka metropolitan Police Ordinance 1976; and the 
Dhaka City Corporation Ordinance, 1983. These laws 
have obviously been incomplete in their implementation 
– but crash down with thunderous might when enforced 
by a pickup truck’s worth of policemen, as they did in 
Mohakhali. The frequency and intensity of these events 
coincide with bureaucratic pressures from above, or 
processions of motorcades, shuttling both national and 
international dignitaries. However, tea stall operators 
also face public discourses on the informal sale of street 
food. Sidewalks are increasingly being cleared in the 
pursuit of ‘improved food safety’ and ‘clean public space 
.’ While the adamant concern of my coworkers was, first 
and foremost, appreciated, it was also interesting as 
there also seemed to be a classed-based connotation to 
their condemnations. 
Displacement is an ordinary result of the daily 
interactions between tea sellers and state actors. 

However, as Hackenbrock demonstrates, large scale 
eviction campaigns – including informal housing as 
well – are carried out on longer cycles. These intensify 
during times of political instability or crisis – peaking 
during 2007/2008’s Caretaker government, with 
continued bulldozing of tea stalls and food markets and 
over 60,000 slum dwellers expelled . As explored in the 
next section, stall operators 
Filling the informal space created by lulls in 
governmental presence, the success of street food 
vendors’ depends on their position in the arena and 
their embeddedness in informal networks, as studied by 
Etzold. “Each specific vending spot has its specific price. 
One facet of informal operating rules on the street is 
the extraction of seciroty money (Chanda) by the local 
muscle men (mastaans), who are often also part of the 
formal system of political parties or trade unions. Each 
day street vendors pay… according to the size of their 



2. The tea stall as: 
LIVELIHOOD STRATEGY

shop and their business volume. In turn, the mastaans 
allow vendors to sell at ‘their’ usual spot, provide them 
with information regarding police raids and serve as 
middlemen in negotiations with more powerful actors .” 
In my own passive ethnographic observation of tea 
stalls, this was obviously a subject that required a 
careful and considerate approach, or avoidance in 
acknowledgement of my limitations – questions about 
such arrangements were not likely to be taken lightly, by 
the tea sellers or others potentially listening in. However, 
during times early in the morning I did notice payments 
being made at the tea stall in Mohakhali, collected by a 
man non-descript in sunglasses and frequently checking 
his phone. 
Caula’s and her husband’s base of operations has changed 
in the past two years, due to the implementation of anti-
crime measures unrelated to government regulation of 
the tea stalls. I frequented Caula’s tea stall when I was 
in Bangladesh in 2014; she had a counter in a section 
of [NAME] part where some acquaintances would 
gather with friends. She usually maintained a steady 
stream of regulars – students, graduates, artists, and 
those taking advantage of highly localized inconsistent 
enforcement against marijuana. Her children, a 
daughter (an enthusiastic but easily exasperated teacher 
of Bangla) and son, were there most nights collecting 
mugs and running change between the counter and 
the crouched circles of conversation. However, after 
an armed mugging and assault against a police officer 
(the details vary depending on who was recounting the 
story) [NAME] park has been subsequently emptied 
and guarded each night at six o’clock throughout the 
night. 
The action by the police (alleged by some to have 
also been in response to the student activism and 
the marijuana use in the park) has been an obvious 
livelihood disruption to Caula and her husband. The 
location with a large and loyal clientele is no longer 
available. However, unlike with many evictions, they 
have been able to adapt and continue without any 
major economic disruptions; in addition to selling tea 
in their former spot within the park during the day, 
Caula and her husband now sell in a pavilion closer 

to the University of Dhaka Teacher-Student Centre. 
There are a few potential reasons for the ease of their 
transition. Caula and her husband are well regarded 
and generally considered to be fairly successful with 
their business by other tea sellers and long-time patrons 
– Caula herself slyly admitted with a smile that the last 
year has been good. Savings may have guaranteed the 
couple some security. However, some alluded that spots 
in the pavilion are not rented informally like other areas 
(perhaps due to it being one of the rare areas actually 
designed for public food vendors) but rather provided 
in return for political support. A vendor may have been 
able to leverage social capital to be given one of the spots 
in the pavilion, but I did not feel comfortable asking 
Caula. I drew the reader’s attention though because it 
highlights an important consideration with regards to 
tea stalls, which I assumed to be predominantly rented 
informally via economic exchange.

In cities worldwide, the so-called informal economy is 
growing - securing the livelihoods of millions of people. 
This is particularly true for megacities in the Global 
South, where formal labour markets, statuary planning 
and ‘official’ regulatory bodies cannot adequately 
respond to the dynamics inherent in globalized processes 
of such accelerated urbanization. This work (w/c) 
considers the tea stall as one site of analysis in Dhaka’s 
urban food system – one that is characterized by its 
informal nature, but also by its dynamic, multifarious, 
and highly necessary roles. In addition to being an 
immensely common site of distribution for inexpensive 
nutrition, tea stalls are also an important livelihood 

strategy for the tea sellers. This section will consider 
and discuss tea-vending as a livelihood strategy. 
Street food vending is an essential self-employment 
opportunity for the urban poor. Often run in partnership 
with relatives, street food vending constitutes a large 
section of the informal sector more generally in 
megacities, providing the vendors’ households with 
small streams of income. The informal tea stall trade is 
characterized, firstly, by ease of entry, as many of the 
vendors have recently migrated to Dhaka from rural 
areas. Vending tea from a thermos (sans tea-stall) 
requires the smallest amount of capital, and thus is a 
frequent strategy of migrants who arrive in the city with 

Interview with: 
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Program Head, 
BRAC Urban Development 
Programme



low levels of social and economic capital. Secondly, the 
vendors most often own their vending units themselves 
or these belong to family members or friends, who also 
help with small loans needed for investment. Thirdly, 
the vending the units are small in terms of volume of 
sales and number of people involved. Fourth, most 
of the vendors are self-employed and operate their 
business alone. 
From ethnographic study, it becomes apparent that tea 
stall vendors deploy a variety of strategies – business 
models and mobility patterns - to increase incomes which 
depend on levels of investment. For example, vendors 
who only carry a thermos (and usually cigarettes) are 
hyper-mobile, and are thus able to evade evictions. This 
entry-level strategy also allows the vendor to survey the 
different selling regions of Dhaka, before investing in a 
tea stall. Conversely, full tea stalls require a far greater 
investment, which corresponds with greater incomes. 
Stalls that are constructed from reclaimed materials or 
situated in untenable, low-income, or low-traffic areas 
have correspondingly lower levels of investment and 

income, compared to locations in areas such as the 
University of Dhaka or New Market. Socio-politically, 
vendors’ success depends on their embeddedness in the 
city’s informal networks. 
The social condition of some tea stall vendors is 
characterized by low incomes, no social security, and 
bad working conditions, in particular a high exposure 
to extreme weather conditions as well as air and noise 
pollution, and the constant risk of being harassed or 
evicted. The day-to-day business involves high risks 
and uncertainty for the vendor. However there are also 
substantial variations in the conditions and experiences 
of teal stall vendors, as well as their individual socio-
economic status, as highlighted by Kazi Fatah. Many of 
the vendors are returned international migrants, who 
invested in their business upon return from the Middle 
East. Tea selling is highly gendered, but some women 
such as Caula are present as the owners and operators of 
tea stalls. Additionally, it is important to highlight that 
women play in the production of street food production 
more generally, frequently preparing the food within 

2. The tea stall as: 
SOCIAL PRACTICE

In addition to roles in the social construction and reg-
ulation of space –between formality and informality – 
and as a livelihood strategy, tea stalls play a crucial role 
in food security in Dhaka. With more than 50 percent 
of the urban population living below the poverty line, 
tea stalls provide low-cost high-calorie food. In addi-
tion to tea (6 taka/$0.10 CAD), vendors typically have 
bananas (6 taka), buns (4 taka), and samosas (5 taka). 
In addition to a meal of bhat (rice) with a sauce (typi-
cally fish) taken at mid-day or dinner, individuals will 
take tea three to four times a day.
‘Adda’, in Bangla, is both a noun and verb – definitions 
range from an intellectual debate to ‘tea party’, but usu-
ally connotes conversations in a public space had over 
tea. Adda-conversations frequently centre on social 
issues and current events, and are remarkably open to 
participation by strangers. The practice is used meta-
phorically in a more general sense as well, such as the 
‘information-addas’ held at NGOs like BRAC. 
Personally, it was fascinating to witness and participate 
in adda while in Dhaka. In the workplace, it was com-
mon practice to leave one’s desk to resume a conversa-

tion or project discussion in the street, at the nearest 
tea stall. It was remarkable to witness such a deeply 
ingrained social practice, a way of slowing time in the 
city that cut across societal divisions more rigid in oth-
er contexts. While power exercised interpersonally in 
this space is predominantly along the usual hegemonic 
lines, there were also what appeared to be moments of 
dialogue and connection – enabled by adda. At adda, 
young male students and hijra move from tension and 
distrust to conversation, songs, and fond good-byes; 
the NGO project manager takes advice from the cat-
aract-eyed rural migrant who mind holds the ravages 
of the Independence War. As an intern and a foreigner, 
the profundity of adda is striking. 


