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Street as an Underground Stem:
A Case of Street Vendors in Asan, the Old City of Kathmandu

Taishu Kitajima (Kyoto University)

Street vendors are the most visible part of the informal sector not only in Kathmandu but all over the
world. Walking down the street, you can see thousands of them. Baren Shah, the mayor of Kathmandu
since 2022, has begun to tighten his control on street vendors, and there have been violent evictions by
the Kathmandu Metropolitan City Police (the KMC Police). Previous studies have indicated that street
vending has become a source of income for the poor who have migrated to Kathmandu from the rural
areas and have contributed to the formation of an informal economy as one of the actors providing cheaep
food and goods to the local people. It has also been reported that street vendors have resisted violent
evictions by organizing and gaining rights in the informal economy. However, these studies have not
addressed the use of space, which is most important for street vendors to continue their business, and
cannot fully show the actual situation in Kathmandu, where the main problem faced by street vendors
there is how to use the public space. In addition, understanding how street vendors expand their
relationships and network with other street vendors, local people, and local management groups through
their business and daily life, can reveal the alternative public space and the image of the place re-created
by them. Therefore, this article aims to focus on how street vendors use public space for their own
business and have relationships with other actors. Asan, the northeastern part of the old city of
Kathmandu, is known as “the heart of Kathmandu” and “the historic marketplace where we can buy
anything.” Needless to say, one of its main sectors is the street vendors. They lead the ingenuity
(sometimes achieved through bricolage) to make their products look good and secure a space that they
can use while being removed and controlled by the KMC police. Street vendors and customers there deal
with the price and quality of products by using each other’s cunning, enjoying a shopping pleasure that
supermarkets do not offer. They also use courtyards called a bitra chok, which is unique to Newar
architecture, for festivals, COVID pandemics, and other times when it is difficult to sell on the street. This
is the result of the relationship they form with other street vendors through their continuous business,
which also requires non-business events such as participation in festivals organized by the local
management groups. Visitors to Asan cannot see the relationship between individual street vendors on
the spot. However, they certainly create and expand the relationship between individual street vendors
through commerce, daily life, and periodic events. Then, people get involved in this network by making
occasional purchased on the street and contribute to maintaining the image of Asan as “the center of
commerce.” Only a few people are aware of this, but the relationship certainly exists. In this way, the
street continually connects invisible relationships like an underground stem, and we reaffirm the place as
an alternative public space, or more precisely, a public space in the classical and democratic sense of the

word.
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