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Abstract 

This thesis explores the unfolding spatial movements of the second-hand book market, 

or the boipara, of College Street, Calcutta. Weaving together my own experiences and 

memories with those of stallholders, customers, students and other regulars, I focus on 

various material, affective, sensory, human and non-human interactions to reveal the 

boipara as mobile, fluid and heterogeneous in its dynamics. I draw, especially, on the 

work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Doreen Massey, Ben Highmore, Ben 

Anderson, Mark Bonta and John Protevi, and Nigel Thrift to engage with multiple 

trajectories and narratives, using what can be termed ‘assemblage thinking’ as a 

conceptual tool. In addition to engaging with scholarly literature from a variety of 

multidisciplinary terrains, I undertook fieldwork in Calcutta. My research methods for 

that part of the work included observational research, semi-structured interviews 

(which, as I had hoped, usually became conversations) and photo-elicitation.  

I set out to see how space can be understood, reconceptualised and written about in 

terms of its processes, movements and simultaneities, as well as how such an approach 

can be productive in making sense of a particular space and its connections.  

My personal association with the boipara was established at a very young age, and I 

later became a regular – which is the vernacular expression in English for those who 

would be called in Bengali para’r lok, or ‘people of the neighbourhood’.  I wanted to 

enquire how far and in what ways my memories and experiential knowledge engaged 

with the memories and experiential knowledges of other regulars, and how the continual 

enmeshing of stories, experiences, histories and anecdotes affected and informed the 

methodological and conceptual processes I developed for this project. Consequently, I 

have kept the conversations between theorists, concepts, methods and practice-based 

research open and symbiotic. The fact that I was working with a space that is always 

facilitating the intersection of multiple narratives meant that I was alert to the need for 

ongoing reflexivity. This, in turn, led me to enquire how we can think and write about 

spaces like the boipara and, indeed, how we can think about writing spaces. 

The College Street boipara (literally ‘neighbourhood of books’) comprises a variety of 

book stalls, book shops, several eminent educational institutions, a coffee house, tea-

stalls, eateries and various colonial style residential buildings. It is a fine example of 

how human and material components come together in an urban public space and thrive 
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through their interaction, producing myriad affective resonances, sensorial registers, 

memories of the different ways in which the space has been used. It is a place where 

personal histories and the stories associated with material components continuously 

intersect with certain historical, cultural and political practices that are strongly 

associated with it. The boipara, with its component parts, is always heterogeneous, 

mobile, relational and ‘under construction’ (Massey 2005). 

I suggest that the everyday unfolding of the spatiality of the boipara can be usefully 

thought of as an event (Deleuze and Guattari 1977). The movements of the boipara are 

characterised by change, movement, oscillations and volatility. Through its apparently 

mundane, repetitive, daily routines and interactions, the space produces newer, 

heterogeneous, mobile and liminal experiences and stories which do not replace the 

older ones, but work with them to carry the spatial imaginary along various trajectories. 

Thus, the affective, sensorial and emotional associations we make are characterised by a 

fleeting in-betweenness, momentary intersections of ‘the stories-so-far’ (Massey 2005) 

with the anticipation of what is possible in the future. This is what makes the boipara 

particularly eventful.  The thesis argues for an open, reflexive and nuanced approach to 

thinking about space that is not limited to or by the application of conceptual 

frameworks and the clean representations that such approaches tend to produce. Writing 

about a space like the boipara can be productive of useful insights if the writing itself is 

deployed as something other than simply a medium of representation.  

An important aspect of my work has been the realisation that the writing of this 

dissertation has itself become a significant process in my engagement with the spatiality 

of the boipara. Writing in, through and about such a space can (perhaps must) be treated 

as an experiment that works with the space: with its messy temporalities, multiple 

trajectories, heterogeneous components and criss-crossing flows and strata of histories, 

myths and memories. The boipara involves ongoing emergences from the milieu (here, 

the middle, the in-between) of material, sensory and narrative elements. This, in turn, 

can impel a sense of the coming together of segments of space-time (as collisions, 

occasional contacts or flows) which can produce vectors that take off in all kinds of 

directions; have the potential to produce different speeds and intensities; and are likely 

to become implicated in the rhizomics of the boipara, which will probably be part of the 

assemblages that constitute it. The intensities and vectors of transformation that 

generate within those assemblages can readily form other connections beyond the 

boipara, but also return to it.  
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 

 
The continuing of expression across experiences means that it is 
too big to fit the contours of an individual human body. Its 
moving-through envelops the sky-like immensity of its field 
conditions of emergence, and the numberless collectivity of a 
people to come. But in order to move through, it must move in. 

Brian Massumi 2002, p. 
xxix 

 

Thesis Overview 
The second-hand book market of College Street, Calcutta, or the boipara, holds a 

significant place in the city’s cultural and political life, in its history, present and 

imaginary. This thesis unfolds the space as I have experienced it, attending to 

movements between the material, the sensory, the human; between experience, memory 

and imagination. In undertaking this unfolding, I reconsider how we can think about 

space and spatialisation. While space for me is the animated everyday based on practice 

and experiment, spatialisation, on the other hand, is processual and consequential. 

Focussing on everyday lived and imagined experiences within the boipara, I aim to 

provide insights into the intricacies, complexities and mobilities involved in the many 

ways in which temporal, material, structural and sensorial experiences of spaces are 

inter-implicated.  

The boipara, or neighbourhood of books, consists of hundreds of makeshift second-

hand book stalls, some of which are removed nightly and replaced each morning. A 

phenomenon that fascinates locals, visitors and people who have only seen images or 

heard descriptions, the boipara is a precinct with which I have a long and intimate 

familiarity. I was born and lived most of my life in Hatibagan, a neighbourhood that is 

in close proximity to the College Street area. My family as a whole has a very long 

history of intellectual, political, social and cultural engagement with the precinct. There 

is therefore no way in which I can for a moment position this project as anything other 

than taking place inside-and-outside at once, in place, in time and in perspective.  
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In other words, I have used my own intimate and personal experiences of growing up 

and spending time in and around the College Street boipara as my primary source of 

inspiration and motivation for this project. However, these experiences have in turn 

become entryways to the boipara more broadly and deeply, enabling me to weave my 

own stories in with the experiential knowledges of other users of the space, with which I 

have been able to engage precisely because of our fragments of shared experience. The 

stories that emerge from the boipara therefore range across multiple subjectivities, 

temporalities and contexts. Further, throughout the project I have continually negotiated 

between being a regular of the boipara and a researcher, producing a realm of in-

betweenness. Like the boipara, my work is – in Deleuzian terms – an assemblage: fluid, 

unsettled, continually open to connections within and beyond itself. 

 

 Figure 1: A small portion of the boipara  

This dissertation can be understood to be organised into three broad sections. Chapters 

One, Two and Three constitute the first of these, between them providing an insight into 

the personal and intellectual interests and research questions driving this project, the 

major concepts I deploy throughout and the rationales for my methodological decisions.  

In this chapter, I introduce the project, then move into narrative engagement with the 

boipara through a description of the gradual development of my personal relationship 
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with it through my family, my family home and the books that lived in my family home, 

books that would sooner or later return to the boipara. This demonstrates from the 

outset how my thesis is both a realisation and an expression of how closely the personal 

and spatial are entwined in the everyday of the boipara. As expression and method, this 

work aims to be a writing of space (rather than a writing about space) produced through 

the interleafing of my lived spatial experience of the boipara with the stories, 

experiences and memories of other regulars who have used and continue to use it, along 

with the non-human materialities and mobilities that characterise it.  

Chapter Two provides insights into several of the main concepts that inform my thesis 

in connection with the processes it explores and demonstrates. However, even though I 

explain some of the primary ideas that have contributed to my thinking, there are other 

concepts and terms that emerge as and when they become relevant to the developing 

discussion. In other words, I keep the conversation between theory and practice open as 

the work progresses. It is for this reason that I have called this second chapter 

Becoming-thought-practice. The third chapter, Mobile Thought Practice, discusses my 

methodological choices, focussing predominantly on my research methods as 

components of an overall methodology that does not settle. As in Chapter Two, I have 

tried to keep the communication open between the ways in which research methods and 

concepts inform each other. I have also explored how certain research methods such as 

semi-structured interviews, photo-elicitation, observational research and 

autoethnography experience tensions when being used simultaneously in the field. In 

order to explore this, I carried a diary in which I not only recorded my field notes but 

also used it to reflect on how I felt the process of my fieldwork was playing out, and the 

tensions and movements between my research methods. Rather than using an electronic 

device, I purposely engaged in writing in my diary with a pen. The latter enabled me to 

experience the act of writing about the space while being in the space. As I observe later 

in the thesis, students and writers rarely use their devices in the coffee house or stalls. I 

discuss the fact that how we write about space can be thought of a as research method, 

which is the approach I am taking in this project. This is because writing as a medium 

of expression often forces us to revisit our thought processes, creating opportunities to 

reimagine lived experiences. In this sense I have attempted to explore the reflexive and 

mobile nature of practising research methods while thinking through them.  

The second broad section of the thesis also comprises three chapters. Chapter Four 

explores the boipara using Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of the assemblage (1987, p. 356-
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360; Bonta and Protevi 2004, p. 54-56). Assemblages are dynamic, mobile and volatile 

systems that function in ‘far-from-equilibrium’ states, maintaining the heterogeneity of 

their component parts (Bonta and Protevi, 2004). They are continually organising and 

self-ordering themselves while opening into other assemblages. Bringing in 

experiences, circulated stories, historical anecdotes and instances of other personal 

knowledges, I examine the potentials of assemblage-thinking in giving newer, creative 

and productive directions to spatial thinking. My approaches to using assemblage as a 

mode of traversing theory, practice, research, concepts and methods have also been 

enriched by my engagements with Anderson, de Landa and Massumi here and 

throughout the dissertation.  

Chapter Five considers the various ways in which the material and the non-material 

interact in how the everyday spatial practices of the boipara reveal themselves. I 

frequently refer to the space and its dynamics in terms of ‘unfolding’, because this is the 

kind movement that my method seeks to enact. At the same time, I am interested in how 

our noticings about space and spatial movements can be honed by attending to what the 

space may be saying, if we listen. This chapter, then, explores how the material 

elements of the assemblage do not function as mere cultural artefacts or products that 

are readily open to the subject’s interpretive capacities. Using ideas from several 

disciplinary terrains – including literary criticism, the new mobilities paradigm within 

sociology and cultural theory, and work on materiality in cultural geography – this 

chapter explores the important role of affect in transforming objects into things within 

the assemblage of the boipara.  

In a number of ways, several strands of discussion from Chapter Five continue into 

Chapter Six, which concentrates on affect, exploring sensorial experiences and their 

expression through smells, tastes, colours, sounds and touch. We often make or 

encounter comments about the ‘atmosphere’ or ‘atmospherics’ of a place which are, 

however, not particularly explicit about what enables us to use such terms, or why we 

use them. Perhaps we can develop more sensitive practices in relation to our noticings, 

feelings and senses, and carry these into our thinking and writing practices regarding 

how and why we experience and react to spaces in certain ways, and what it is about our 

interactions in a space that invite or produce those experiences and reactions. Multiple 

effects and affects form rhizomic connections among themselves and through our 

responses to them, and these become the ‘atmosphere’ of a place/space. Using the 

instances or impressions that the senses etch into the everyday spatial practices of the 
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boipara I investigate the relationships between rhizomatic connections, in part by way 

of escaping notions of essence.  

The third section consists of Chapters Seven and Eight. In Chapter Seven I discuss the 

everyday of the boipara as an event (Deleuze and Guattari 1994). This could be thought 

of as a detailed case study, but I hesitate to suggest that it somehow underpins 

ethnographic or empirical conclusions. Rather, taking my inspiration most obviously 

from Deleuze and Guattari’s  (1994) explorations of the idea of the event, I have 

examined the boipara as a spatial realm that continuously functions in a far-from-

equilibrium (Bonta and Protevi 2004) state of in-betweenness. This in-betweenness is 

the affective resonance of the interactions of various spatial components, a kind of 

discharge and dissemination of energy produced between the realms of what just 

happened and ‘what is possible next, then?’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994). I describe 

how the boipara as space-and-event continuously oscillates between the past and the 

anticipated future and how the present, therefore, is the eventful, volatile oscillation 

between these two. What this provides, among many other things, is a means of 

recognising and working with the fact that time cannot be neatly divided into ‘then, 

now, later’ or ‘past, present, future’. Instead of thinking of space through its particular 

relations with time, I approach the spatiality of the boipara through its eventfulness 

characterised by a multiplicity of experiential narratives. 

Chapter Eight serves as a conclusion although, as my dissertation demonstrates 

throughout, temporal and spatial divisions provide no more than a mirage of stability, 

clarity and closure when dealing with complex circumstances such as the boipara. My 

thesis has no conceptual beginning and no conceptual end. Consequently, Chapter Eight 

does not promise any triangulation between observational/conversational, theoretical 

and reflective approaches. It only testifies to the existence of threads of observations, 

speculations and ideas that can take the discussion further.  

Although the reliance on a combination of stories and experiences, about the second-

hand book market or the boipara, could imply the necessity of chronology, the thesis 

intends not to trace any particular timeline. This is primarily because the lived 

experiences of this space have never made sense to me in any chronological order. 

Rather, I am trying to write about a space that functions in and through multiple layers 

of time at once and can only be dealt with through interdisciplinary and 

transdisciplinary approaches. The boipara is historical because it brings the past, 
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through memories and lived experiences, into dialogue with the present (and the future). 

It is cultural because it not only deals in books, education and conversation, but enacts 

mundane spatial practices that impart a distinct character to the city of Calcutta as a 

whole. It is social because it brings together people of different backgrounds and makes 

them its own. It is geographical but also philosophical because the precinct’s spatial 

movements, through its lanes, by-lanes and footpaths, continually throw its self-

narrative into a churn that is the everyday. Thus, although we use the topography of the 

boipara every day, we live through its material, affective, sensorial and intellectual 

impacts on us. For me the boipara is above all creative because in its unfolding through 

stories and experiences, both lived and imagined, the space continually creates 

opportunities to toy with what might happen next, or what could have been. Through its 

repeated everyday routines taking place within proliferating multiplicities, the boipara 

functions through subtle differences within those repetitions. The relatively unsettled 

approach I have taken to providing interwoven narratives reflects an ongoing interaction 

of spatial experience that is itself unsettled and unsettling but will doubtless continue as 

long as Calcutta and the boipara continue to be resistant to the replacement of 

idiosyncratic urban arrangements with shopping malls and office blocks.  

Through this project, I address four main questions. 

Research Question 1 
Can the ways in which I understand the spatiality of the boipara – as an assemblage 

involving the dynamic, fluid and continual interplay of stories and experiences from the 

past, the everyday life of the present and anticipated, imagined futures – activate more 

effective engagements with this complex site than, for example, considering it 

predominantly in terms of how established historical narratives inform popular 

discursive frameworks and vice versa?  

As already noted, my association with the spatiality of the boipara has traversed and 

continues to traverse various temporal layers. In this process, I found the experiences of 

the past – my own and those of others – could not be separated from the present at any 

given point. This, in turn, urged me to notice that when the past and present are 

comprehensively compounded and inter-implicated, it always creates an opportunity to 

ask, ‘what, then, becomes possible?’ In writing about the boipara, as a regular user in 

the past and then as a researcher, I have not organised my personal experiences in ways 

that separate them from the stories, anecdotes and conversations that emerged in my 
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fieldwork. In the following chapters, observations and memories – whether my 

participants’ or my own – are expressed in ways that echo when and how they made or 

discovered connections while they spoke to each other. For me, no matter what else I 

can learn from them socially, culturally, politically or historically, the recollections, 

narratives, fragmentary observations and impressions out of which I have made this 

dissertation are affective intimations of how the spatiality of the boipara is always 

becoming-something-other. This is why, without naively suggesting that I have had no 

significant impact on how this thesis has developed, I have nevertheless consciously 

worked in ways that tried to enable the spatiality of the boipara – as far as might be 

possible – to ‘decide for itself’, as it were, how it might be explored, understood and 

written about. With this approach in mind I have used the idea of assemblage not as a 

theoretical framework but as a conceptual tool that aids in observing the unfolding of 

the space. At the same time, I have demonstrated how the assemblage can be deployed 

to activate creative and productive thinking, or, as an idea, be an enabler of departure in 

taking further, or opening out more, ‘the stories-so-far’ that emerge from the 

inescapable relationality of space (Massey 2005, p. 113). 

Research Question 2 
How might exploring the material, affective, sensorial and human interactions within 

the spatiality of the boipara help us in thinking about each of these components of the 

assemblage both as process and as concept? 

Like any space, the boipara with its myriad material, affective and sensorial 

components is a working arrangement that is at all times open to further permutations, 

combinations and recombinations. This thesis, therefore, cannot be defined as a cultural 

history, a political commentary or a sociological analysis of the boipara and its 

components, yet it is also all of these and more, because what is spatial is at once social, 

cultural, material, historical and geographical. I have focussed on rendering the 

illegibility and complexity of the stories themselves to guide us through the spatial 

experiences of the boipara. Working with and through multiple stories, memories, 

impressions and conversations – fragmentary and coherent – invites recognition of the 

complexity not only of people’s relations with the boipara, but of the relationality of the 

space itself. The assemblage is experienced as simultaneously multifaceted and 

interdisciplinary, human and more than human, sensorial, material, affective, open and 

dynamic. My second research question emerged from this line of inquiry. When mobile 

spatial entanglements are explored through stories, anecdotes and experiential 
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knowledge engaged in multiple conversations with each other, each functions as a 

multiplicity and each facilitates processes of becoming-otherwise for the people who 

engage with the boipara. That is, there is an ongoing making of multiplicities (Deleuze 

1987). In this sense, as processes and concepts, the material, affective, sensorial and 

human interactions that are captured in one way or another by memories, narratives, 

impressions and so on, give us access to the affective nature of the mobile spatial 

entanglements of the boipara as an assemblage continuously undergoing change, 

experiencing the liminal, crossing thresholds that impel newer assemblages to form 

from existing ones. In using various means to access stories, experiences, affective and 

sensorial registers, I am able to notice how such movements and changes occur within 

the boipara to a sufficient extent to provide some valuable insights. 

Research Question 3 
How do the approaches to engaging with spatiality I have deployed in relation to the 

boipara enable us to question the relative usefulness of established representations and 

conceptualisations of space and explore alternatives to them? 

An obvious progression from the first two questions, this question draws attention to the 

value of transdisciplinary, flexible and open ways of working with spaces and the 

movements involved in spatiality. In exploring the characteristics and stories of the 

spatiality of the boipara, I try not to tear the space apart for purposes of categorisation, 

which would inevitably oversimplify its complex temporal, material and socio-cultural 

relations and thus close off more potential for insight than it could open out. I have 

aimed to demonstrate newer, more creative scholarly and personal ways of conversing 

with spaces, which is for me a more accurate and useful way to describe the process 

than ‘reading spaces’. I suggest that these can help us to consider the ongoing 

production and reproduction, occupation and narrativisation, valuing and revaluing of 

spaces without over-reliance on particular theories of spatial representation and 

conceptualisation developed in particular disciplinary contexts. I wanted to attend to the 

relational nature of all space – a perspective on ‘space as a product of interrelations’ 

raised most influentially by Doreen Massey in for space (2005, p. 9). Through my focus 

on the spatiality of the boipara I explore how spatial relations can be revealed, 

reimagined, unfolded and appreciated for their complexities. I have therefore made 

relationality central to the design and implementation of my research processes; to the 

choices I have made about the style and structure of the dissertation as these have 

emerged during the writing; and to the thesis that the work becomes in the sense of the 
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connectivity of ideas to produce an argument. In particular, it is an argument for how 

the kinds of approaches and processes with which I experiment can provide particularly 

nuanced and insightful engagements with spaces and spatiality. I demonstrate a mode of 

dealing with the multiplicities of spaces as complex and dynamic as the boipara in ways 

that avoid reductive or over-simplifying ‘readings’ and instead enable the spatiality of 

the area to reveal itself, with a greater degree of resistance to disciplinary, political, 

social or cultural preconceptions than might be made available by other approaches. 

I must stress, however, that it has not been my objective to enumerate, analyse and 

critique the problems involved in representations and conceptualisations of space. To a 

significant extent, Massey, Thrift and others have provided those analyses and critiques 

(See, for example, Massey 2005; Thrift 2007; Soja 1996; Highmore 2001 et.al). My 

project focuses on exploring, through the writing of it, different ways of opening out our 

thinking about space. I make use of representational mediums and spatial concepts from 

various disciplinary and theoretical sources as tools, but my writing of space is not 

overshadowed by the tools I choose to pick up – or not to pick up. To achieve this, just 

as I think of spatial relations in terms of conversations, in producing this work I keep 

the conversation open between concepts and practice; between the stories that emerge 

from the space and the language it uses to reveal itself. Writing, then, becomes an 

enabler or catalyst for further imaginary engagements (and not simply a representational 

operation). I hope that this dissertation witnesses the spatial energy that generates in and 

emanates from the boipara when the stories-so-far (Massey 2005) of this space meet the 

stories that the space is producing and can potentially produce. I am suggesting that 

while we cannot escape representations and conceptualisations – and nor would we 

necessarily want to do so – we can enable a high degree of autonomy for the language, 

expression, affectivity and relationality of the space itself, giving its ‘voice’ primacy as 

something different from space represented or conceptualised.  

Research Question 4 
If we are to work in ways that enact an idea of enabling the voice of a space to take 

primacy over conceptual and representational assumptions and strategies, what is 

entailed in the process of entering that space as a researcher and how does that differ 

from experiencing it in other capacities? 

This final research question focusses on the research methodology used to support the 

project from which the thesis arose. I combined the following methods to explore the 
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spatiality of the boipara: experiential and observational research; autoethnography; 

thirty semi-structured interviews; photo-elicitation with twelve of these interviewees; 

informal conversations with family, friends, former professors, current students, 

customers of the book stalls and so on; extensive literature research; and the writing 

itself, including the writing of this dissertation. I also stress that throughout the work I 

aimed to keep the roles of thought and processes of thinking and feeling crucial to the 

project, perhaps as the most important aspects of what I was undertaking. How and why 

I think and feel as I do about space and spatiality continually informs my understanding 

of space, as does how my thinking has changed during my reading in the literature, my 

various forms of field research and my writing. I have reflected throughout on whether 

an intellectual, methodological and writerly emphasis on enabling the voice of a space 

to have primacy in the project’s outcomes urges – indeed obliges – me to think in 

different ways about my positioning within that spatial assemblage. As researchers, 

while considering, designing and implementing our research methodology, how are we 

taking account of our own conceptual/theoretical processes, our affective and sensorial 

registers, the stories we bring to the space and how all of these might impact and 

continue to impact on our spatial interventions? How does the researcher become 

mobile, flexible, open to change as a component of and participant in the spatial 

assemblage?  

This clearly has implications for ongoing methodological and ethical discussion in the 

arts, humanities and social sciences about insider researchers, participant researchers, 

what constitutes effective reflexivity, and how we can/should account for affect. For 

example, how might the kinds of consciously non-representational and practice-based 

approaches to research methodology employed in this project provide fresh 

methodological strategies for cultural geographies? The more I became absorbed in this 

project, and the more my scholarly reflections and reflexive research strategies became 

deliberately and habitually disruptive of my own methods and conceptual enthusiasms, 

the more I found that two broader and particularly challenging methodological 

questions arose for me. These were: what counts as data in a space like College Street 

that is primarily characterised by its mobility, affective resonances, intersections of 

personal with political and spatial histories that are continuously informing the present? 

How do the dialogues, tensions and interactions between the research methods that I 

deploy become more important than the research methods themselves?  
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It became essential to notice that my being in the place at and through various periods 

of time and in various embodied personal and scholarly capacities, continually informed 

and interacted with my doing of the space, and as part of this, my writing of the space. 

The latter became both a key method and probably the most significant outcome of the 

doctoral research – how it most obviously achieves a ‘contribution to knowledge’. 

Within the context of this project any capacity to maintain a distinction between concept 

and method quickly broke down: the conceptual tools I have used have always 

conversed with the methodological choices I have made as practice has informed 

concept and concept has informed practice. How the dynamics of ‘informing’ unfolded 

was often constructive and just as often disruptive. It was the ongoing movements 

between these that enabled my methodological and conceptual processes to be 

productive. As is so often the case, the insights arose in the constantly mobile and 

volatile space of the in-between.  

 

Figure 2: Part of the extensive series of book stalls that constitute the boipara. 

The boipara and me 
A significant part of my growing up took place amid old and new books, magazines, 

newspapers, and myriad groups of collected and curated reading material. I remember 
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Ma, Baba, Dadu and Dida1 and the other members of our extended family being more 

than a little attached to books, newspapers and magazines. It is one thing to be an avid 

reader, which they were, but it is another to be attached to reading material, 

emotionally. I have never seen them throw away old newspapers. At the same time, I 

have never seen them be fascinated only by new books. Old books held equal and 

sometimes more value for them. In fact, I have come to realise that they didn’t attach 

comparative value to the oldness and newness of the books, in particular. Their 

relationship with books was obviously about the content. They were each, in their own 

ways, emotionally hungry for printed words, yearning to grasp all of them. The medium 

was not the measure: it was the content and expression.  

Each room in my home in Calcutta had specific spaces or corners where these 

collections of newspapers, little magazines2 and books lived. Each family member had 

certain designated spaces in the house that they preferred to use for reading. While 

Dadu liked to read his books in his study, Dida liked to sit on the porch on sunny 

afternoons, drying her hair and voraciously finishing her novels. For Baba, books were 

his every day commute-to-work companion while Ma liked to read at bedtime. 

However, there was one thing they had in common – they were all advocates of reading 

second-hand books and sourcing them from the boipara, and they had all been regulars 

of the boipara at some time in their lives. Thus, it was never only about the books (boi 

in Bengali) but also about the neighbourhood of books (boipara).  

The fact that the contents of the second-hand books became a part of its previous 

readers/owners lived and imagined experiences fascinated both Ma and Dadu. Perhaps 

it meant that the books were active, mobile and changing its context, not just materially 

but also metaphorically and intellectually, gliding through multiple narratives of the 

people who owned the books at different points in time. This imparted a sense of 

imagination and possibility to the ways in which Dadu and Ma were making sense of 

                                                
1 Ma (mother), Baba (father), Dida (grandmother), Dadu (grandfather) are Bengali words. Throughout 
my dissertation, I use Bengali words in referring to these family members, to retain the authenticity of my 
experience and my relationship with them before I learnt English.  
2 The term ‘little magazines’ carries a similar usage in Indian literary circles to that which was familiar in 
Anglo publishing from at least the middle of the first half of the Twentieth Century. It refers to small 
periodicals, usually publishing serious, experimental and avant garde writing on literary criticism, 
philosophy and culture as well as creative work with political and aesthetic import. The Indian little 
magazine movement originated in many languages, including Bengali, during the 1950s and 1960s. 
Primarily published and circulated around the College Street area, they have played an important part in 
Bengali literary and social history. Recognition of the rise of the little magazine movement as a 
significant literary and political moment in Bengali everyday life is deeply grounded in the spatiality of 
the boipara and its value to the present day.  
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their time with the book, both as an object and in terms of its content. It applied both to 

reading time and the period for which they owned the books. 

Like every other young one in our extended family, at a very early age I was engaged in 

the customary conversation with Ma and Dadu concerning the importance of 

developing a habit of reading books. At that age I found this to be rather an imposition 

as I could not understand why anyone would want to read outside of anything 

prescribed by one’s school. Clearly my relationship with books was then quite distant 

from that of the older members of my family. What came to fascinate me, though, was 

that their relationship was not only with the content and expression of any book but with 

the materiality of the book itself. It was as if books, magazines and other reading 

materials lived in our home along with us. I use lived (as opposed to were stored or 

present) because every item of reading material in my house had a life and its life was 

valued. It is one thing to possess material objects like books, newspapers etc. for 

utilitarian or productive reasons; however, through my growing years I witnessed the 

extent to which books, old and new, and the other reading materials I have described, 

had a special place in our everyday lives. They were not only used, but taken care of, 

respected and loved because they shared knowledge with us. This is why I felt as if the 

books did not simply co-exist in our house, but that they lived with us.  

Some of my earliest memories are of spending hours on Sundays and school holidays in 

my grandparents’ drawing room, a room which doubled as my Dadu’s study. It was so 

stacked with reading materials that its collections could easily qualify it as a library. 

There was a special corner designated only for old newspapers and news magazines, 

organised in order of date of publication. Near it was another area piled high with little 

magazines and periodicals. Dadu also had a cupboard that ran the full length of one 

wall, filled primarily with second-hand books. Indeed, I noticed over time that Dadu 

had a particular penchant for collecting and reading second-hand books, old magazines 

and newspapers, and for this he undertook frequent and regular visits to the boipara. 

Dadu was, though, a big advocate of reading everything. From newspapers to news 

magazines and from little magazines, periodicals and journals to books, he did not 

believe in the concept of good content and bad content. He asked, ‘until you read it how 

would you know what is useful and what is useless?’ He also remarked, ‘what may be 

valueless to you could be valuable information to someone else’. 
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His eclectic and voracious reading habit meant that he had a bit of a reputation as an 

encyclopaedic elder of the neighbourhood. As a consequence, grandfather’s drawing 

room also served as a regular space for adda3 (evening conversations) with many of our 

friends and family. A big part of this was due to Dadu’s wealth of collected reading 

materials and his in-depth knowledge of the bookstores and distribution of books in the 

boipara. Everyone sort of assumed that if anyone might have an old edition of a rare 

book or a copy of a months-old newspaper, it would be him. Further, if he did not have 

it, he would probably know which second-hand book stall at the boipara would likely 

still have copies. It is evident that his relationship with the second-hand books and other 

reading materials was not limited simply to collecting them. He had a continuous, 

mobile, dynamic relationship with the spatiality of the boipara, from whence the books 

and so on came and to which they often returned.  

There was a big black wooden table set right in the middle of his study. In addition to 

Dadu, I became a regular at this table. Having left behind my initial mystification as to 

why one would read when one didn’t have to do it for school, I was becoming-a-reader. 

Often perched on top of the table instead of sitting on the chairs around it, I nurtured the 

seeds of my own reading habit. Of course, apart from reading, I had innumerable 

opinions and questions around the ways in which Dadu had the room organised. Dadu 

answered my persistent questions for as long as his patience permitted.  

One of my regular weekend activities included reading a paragraph of the editorial 

sections of old newspapers or the prefaces in old books and picking up different parts of 

speech. As someone who grew up in tumultuous political times and without the chance 

to complete school, Dadu believed that one could learn the finer nuances of a language 

(in my case it was both English and Bengali) by reading old books and newspaper 

editorials. I often wondered what it was with old books and not new ones that made 

them so important for him. When, eventually, I asked, he explained that old second-

hand books give you permission to scribble on them, to create notes on margins – that 

is, to become part of conversations that others had begun.  

                                                
3 Adda is a part of everyday spatial practice in both public and private spaces of Calcutta. It is when a 
group of friends, relatives, neighbours and just people who know each other as acquaintances, meet 
regularly at a certain space for casual conversations. It is an intrinsic part of the coffee house in College 
Street, but it occurs regularly in many other pockets of public and private space within the boipara and 
elsewhere. I discuss the idea of adda extensively in Chapter Six, in terms of what it means and its 
importance in relation to the everyday spatial practices of the boipara.  
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As far as I can recall, from my earliest observations I was very inquisitive regarding 

how and why Dadu had specific, designated spaces in his study/drawing room for the 

second-hand books, new books, old newspapers, different kinds of magazines and so 

on. Sitting on the table, I gradually noticed how over the years he had in fact created, 

established and nurtured a unique relationship between his old and new books, the 

intimate yet specific spaces where they lived in the room, and the spatiality of the 

boipara itself. Often, when his friends visited, they indulged in passionate and excited 

conversations around politics, everyday life, news, media, poetry and above all, books. 

Interestingly, the conversations around books were often not about the content of the 

books, but about their sources – that is, where they materially came from. References to 

the boipara were frequent. Dadu was often commended (sometimes genuinely and 

sometimes ironically) by friends and family alike about his love, care and obsession 

with second-hand books from the boipara. He was frequently described by those who 

knew him best with the Bengali adjective ‘shoukhin’4. The word shoukhin has no 

straightforward equivalent in English. A shoukhin person seeks to find out the 

difference between the essence of orange blossom, lavender and sandalwood as if their 

life was dependent on it. It is not, however, a question of investing hours in the finer 

things of life or of being a pedant. It is a combination of intricate, intimate care and 

attachment to the ordinary things. His emotional investment lay not only in the fact that 

he had read all the second-hand books that he had possessed but also in the space from 

which he had collected them, the boipara.  

Spending a considerable time in his study, I was gradually able to fathom the 

importance of the designated space he had for the second-hand materials in his room. 

He never treated his books as if he possessed/owned them. It is why, perhaps, he 

preferred to buy second-hand books from the boipara. He was also very particular about 

taking some of his ‘already read’ books, magazines and other materials back to the 

boipara. The books would come from the stores (where, occasionally, he did buy new 

books) and stalls, they would live for various times in the study of our home, and then, 

some of them would travel back to the boipara. Murmuring and smiling to himself, 

going through the scribbles and personal notes of others who had possessed the books 

before him, he would make his own scribbles, and then, after a while, he would visit the 

boipara and sell those same books. If there was one thing that he was very particular 

                                                
4 I have translated this word, based on my knowledge and use of the language, through my everyday lived 
experience. While Bengali is my mother tongue, I am hesistant to claim any authority for my translation 
of this word, which has many nuances.  
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about, it was that after some (apparently) indeterminate time, the books had to go, and a 

newer pile of second-hand books had to come in. In the course of his life to date, most 

of his books have been replaced, and doubtless, eventually, the intention is that all of 

them will be. I was fascinated by the fact that although his attachment to his second-

hand books and newspapers was so intimate and personal, it was rarely if ever 

permanent, and he clearly didn’t feel the need to own them materially forever. The 

chain of exchange – of buying, reading and selling them back to the book stalls at the 

boipara – had to be continuous. Years later, I too would form this nexus of affective 

exchange, and thus begin my own relationship with the boipara.  

Encountering College Street’s boipara 
The boipara is a kilometre and a half long stretch of College Street in the northern part 

of the city of Calcutta (now known as Kolkata5). This precinct is comprised of an 

extensive series of makeshift book stalls and book shops stretching in different 

directions. In addition, the area has a cluster of Calcutta’s major and small-scale 

publishing houses; new and established book stores; a coffee house which has retained 

the name ‘the Albert Hall’ since the British era; the prestigious Presidency College 

(now a University); Calcutta University; Sanskrit College; Hare School; and Hindu 

School. College Street is justifiably regarded as the educational and literary quarter of 

the city.  

For an extensive period in the past a breeding ground for leftist, progressive intellectual 

life, and consciously ideological, aggressive cultural, social and political practices, 

College Street today is still known as the space where art, culture, theatre, cinema, 

literature and other forms of creative expression thrive in Calcutta. The ways in which 

this space has been used completely defy the original purpose of building it. In 1803, 

the Lottery Committee, which was a town improvement project proposed by Lord 

Wellesley, had the objective of creating ‘an ordered city’ (Bandyopadhyay 2001, p. 85). 

                                                
5In 2001, the name of the city of Calcutta was changed to Kolkata. Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee, the then 
chief minister of the state of West Bengal, reasoned that this was an effort to do away with the colonial 
legacy. However, given the complex historical and cultural background of the city, to this day, both 
names co-exist and function in daily conversation, signage and so on. Kolkata is simply the Bengali 
pronunciation for Calcutta. I use Calcutta when using English and Kolkata when using Bengali. In 
addition, I have grown up knowing that Calcutta is the name of my city, and from a personal, emotional 
point of view it makes sense to me to use Calcutta in a project that explores my personal experiences with 
a city space with which I have such an intimate relationship. Recognising myself as a decolonised subject, 
I do not feel obligated to do away with whatever is colonial. The affective, historical and personal 
association I have with Calcutta does not bow down to any colonial or imperial narrative. Instead, it is 
deeply rooted in my own spatial and social usages, both in the present and the past. 
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This plan created a kind of arterial network within the otherwise chaotic and haphazard 

spatial arrangements of the cityscape. A structured axis was created along and between 

Cornwallis Street, Wellington Street, College Street and Wellesley Street. However, it 

transpired that the ways in which the area was planned were completely negated by the 

ways in which its spaces were used by its inhabitants: College Street is today and 

always has been a ‘congested, tramline scarred thoroughfare’ (Bose 1990, p. 219). I 

suppose in many ways this was a readily predicted outcome. While the British were 

thinking in terms of designing the city from a western perspective, according to which a 

beautified, structured and well-policed city reflected and reinforced prosperity and 

order, the Bengali understanding of a city not only totally departs from the British 

imaginary structurally, but also in terms of language, public behaviour, and interactions 

in public spaces, as well as in many other minor, less obvious but impactful ways.  

While the British divided the city into ‘black town’ and ‘white town’6, for the Bengali, 

the city has continued to be understood and used as a collection of differing but 

variously interconnected paras, tolas, tulis, bagans, ghats7 etc. All of these are Bengali 

words for understanding various localities which derive their identity partly from the 

physical structure of an area and partly from the everyday socio-cultural activities that 

take place in its spaces. These historical, topographical and architectural tensions 

between local and colonial/imperial understandings of the city provided an interesting 

starting point for my thinking in relation to how I might approach reading the spatiality 

of the boipara. Disrupting the attempt at spatial regulation that is colonial College 

Street, is an aggregation of formal book shops, informal book stalls, formal printing and 

publishing houses, prominent educational institutions, the historically and politically 

significant Albert Hall coffee house as well as numerous shanty tea-stalls and other 

informal eateries. In addition, the area also has a number of stalls and small-scale shops 

                                                
6 One of the ways in which the British Raj organised Indian cities was through dividing them into black 
towns and white towns. Calcutta was no exception. The white town was where the British were to live, 
and the black was where the Indians were to live. Such a distinction, although very clear and rigid within 
the rulebooks of the colonisers, was never successful or effective. In the case of Calcutta, this is because 
it is essentially an unplanned and accidental city (for more on this, see, for example, Swati 
Chattopadhyay, 2005, Representing Calcutta: Modernity, Nationalism and the Colonial Uncanny). 
Essentially the boundary between the black town and white town was embedded in colonial thought but 
demonstrated virtually no recognition of or impact on everyday spatial practices, because the mobilities, 
or more colloquially the toing and froing between the inhabitants of the two ‘towns’ were mundane and 
continuous. The city remained effectively one Indian-and-British city with many neighbourhoods.  
7 The ghats, tolas, tulis, bagans etc., are Bengali descriptors for local spatial divisions. Most of Calcutta’s 
public spaces, city streets and neighborhoods have both a Bengali name – which refers to these 
descriptors – and an English name. As can be seen from the map (Figure 4), the British attempts to 
produce order through the building of wide, straight thoroughfares continues to be undone by the myriad 
small streets, laneways and alleys between them. 
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that sell medical goods, stationary, plumbing material among a host of other random 

commodities. Thus, College Street as a whole testifies to the affective coexistence of the 

boipara among other forms of street-based marketing and consumption, and the 

coexistence of all of these with the formal and informal intellectual and cultural life of 

the city. 

 

Figure 3: Map showing College Street, Calcutta (in red) in relation to its sector of the city. 

Visually, College Street presents a lively and disorganised impression of residually 

dignified colonial buildings that house the formal book shops and publishing houses; 

the Coffee House whose vast and striking colonial interior is hidden behind an entrance 

cramped between other buildings. 

The makeshift book stalls are arranged for business in the early hours of the day and 

dismantled at the end of the day, as a part of their daily routine. These book stalls also 

often have wooden benches and stools cramped inside them for their visitors, both old 

and new, to sit and spend time in the stalls while browsing second-hand material. The 

dismantled parts of the makeshift book stalls, along with its benches and stools are often 

stored overnight in the empty storage rooms of the more established book stores and 

publishing houses. Some book stalls stay in place. Books are often stacked and tied with 

twine whether they are to be stored overnight inside the stall or be taken elsewhere. 
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Figure 4: Bundles of books wait on the footpath to be organised in the stall for the day. 

The main road that cuts between the two sidewalks accommodates the ever-thickening 

one-way traffic of the street which imparts a certain idiosyncratic character to the 

whole: the cobbled main roads and the concrete housings for the tramlines, the smog 

from the buses, the hand pulled rickshaws, the black and yellow taxis and the many 

private cars that form a part of a never-ending circulation and produce a cacophony of 

dissonant noise. As Bose observes, ‘the pavements overflow with makeshift book stalls; 

half hidden behind them are the established book shops, between which loom the walls 

of Hindu School, Hare School, Presidency College and Calcutta University. The visible 

coexistence indicates the symbiotic relation between the educational institutions and the 

book trade’ (1990 p.220). This symbiosis means that the spatiality of the boipara as a 

neighbourhood is under continual construction and reconstruction. Traversed by 

innumerable regulars, this space generates and regenerates multiple narratives of 

everyday life. To experience this space is not a simple matter of decoding it or mapping 

it, rather it is, inescapably, to be drawn into it and to immerse oneself in it.  

Roles, relations and rhythms  
College Street’s second-hand book market is central to the character of the city because 

its historical, socio-political and cultural roles have given it a distinctive and unique 

position in the city’s own imaginary, central to its relations with itself. These relations 

can be tracked, described, attributed, which is a major interest of my overall project. 
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They emerge because of spatial engagements with mundane realities that nevertheless 

come to verge on the mythic through nostalgic memories, affective resonances, desires 

and spatial entanglements as productive connections with anticipated futures. To 

understand the rhythms of College Street, one must understand the space in terms of the 

connections, processes, networks and matrices involved in the unfolding of a day-to-day 

reality within a field of difference. The ‘College’ of College Street refers to the 

Presidency College (now a university) established in the area in 1874 (Bose, 1993 

p.219). In many ways this original College explains why the area came to have a major 

coffee house, a cluster of shanty tea-stalls, the rest of the schools, colleges and 

universities, the book shops, publishing and printing businesses, and second-hand book 

stalls I have described above. This is a space where students, academics, artists and 

public intellectuals can sit and chat for hours with the tea stall or book stall’s owner or 

the publishing house proprietors or staff (who may not have had the same level of 

education). Others merely sit observing the regulars of the coffee house, the students 

coming and going, the other book browsers and purchasers.  

Here, everyday public and spatial practices that are usually guided and regulated by 

socio-political and cultural tenets, like class and caste – the bearing of one’s birth and 

occupation on one’s economic and social status and capacities – in some way melt into 

relative insignificance: they don’t vanish, but they almost imperceptibly co-exist. By 

this I mean that the interactions between the regulars of the space become and remain 

guided by their affective associations, experiential knowledge, imagination and 

interactions with the past activities of the space that continually inform the present. As 

one CNN commentator aptly described it, in College Street ‘roadside tea shack owners 

will talk at length on important writers of the day and rickshaw pullers adorn the backs 

of their vehicles with the names of writers’ (Sengupta 2016). 
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Figure 5: The stools on the footpath are often used by the booksellers, customers and other regulars to pass the time. 

In my most formative years educationally, from the age of about seventeen to twenty-

four, I spent a considerable amount of time as a regular of the College Street book 

market, immersed in the sound of the booksellers shouting out their prices – often 

including discounts – of books on arts, commerce, science, literature, philosophy, 

history, politics and so on. Quite early, I began to notice how their voices and words 

started to form patterns. People walking along that pavement encounter their own 

versions of such patterns every time they go there, and doubtless they are noticed to 

varying degrees and evoke varying responses. For me, the more I was aware of them, 

the more these auditory rhythms urged interactions in and with the space, opening my 

senses to the life of the street; to the people, the posters, the books, the buildings, the 

makeshift stalls, the traffic and so on.  

So it was, that when I decided to make this urban precinct the focus of my doctoral 

project, my awareness of how aware of these rhythms I had become, so to speak, 

impacted directly and strongly on how I approached my work. I knew that I wanted to 

explore the complex and multiple temporal interactions that clearly shape College 

Street’s political, intellectual and socio-cultural contribution to the life and character of 

Calcutta. However, I was resistant to producing a historical account of College Street 

based in and viewed through a descriptive account of its present, using conceptual 

frameworks relying largely on notions of memory, nostalgia, inter-generational 
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identifications and affiliations. These concepts remain significant, but they were not 

enough. As will be equally obvious from the approaches I have taken, Lefebvre’s 

rhythmanalysis also proved to be insufficient to achieve the kind of encounter I was 

seeking with the spatial complexities of College Street. 

I wanted to capture the unfolding of the street’s spatiality with its multi-layered 

complexities of time and place; its overlapping rhythms and affects. To this could be 

added the interplay of the personal and collective, the private and public, yet I became 

increasingly concerned that these pairings, which could too readily come to operate as 

binaries, can appear almost meaningless when considered in relation to how everyday 

life is actually experienced and encountered in the site. As a past regular, I knew that at 

any given time I was aware of my immersion in the street’s dynamics. When later, from 

a distance as I prepared for my PhD, I considered those rhythms that I had discerned, 

and again during visits home to Calcutta prior to commencing my doctoral research, I 

understood that I was actually noticing multiple affective resonances, material and non-

material movements, interactions between the past and the present, the human and the 

non-human, the actual and the mythic, all at once. There are no neat bundles to form 

rhythms or separations: the conjunctions are precisely indicators of conjoining 

movements – dynamic, active, fluid, interactive. It was therefore soon evident that 

working in and with this kind of space necessitated approaches to concept, method and 

practice that could take account of the sensory and cognitive interactions and 

complexities of the precinct. I needed means to explore how memories and current 

circumstances collide and coalesce in the apparent chaos of such a setting; how we 

encounter our own paths and those of others; and how the space itself is animated by 

and/or responds to those encounters. 

Spatiality: matter, method and me  
This thesis is a culmination of many realisations, the most important of which is being 

able to see how the personal is deeply entwined with the spatial. In the chapters that 

follow, I have attempted to express my understanding of the spatiality of the boipara. 

My writing is neither intended nor enacted as a socio-cultural analysis of its spatial 

practices, nor do I attempt to provide a comprehensive history of the precinct and the 

part it has played in the life of Calcutta. My work is better understood as extending on 

my lived and imagined experiences. The dissertation entwines my own experiences and 

knowledge with those of others gathered through my fieldwork process as well as 
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through my literature research and my readings in theory. I also reflexively question the 

ways in which my writing about the boipara informs, navigates and revisits my 

experience of its spatiality. Thus, my thesis has no beginning and no end. It starts to a 

significant extent in the middle of things and I have allowed the stories and rhythms of 

the space to ‘tell me’ where the narrative would like to go and thus how the argument 

develops. This is necessarily informed by the wide range of reading I have undertaken; 

those whose work has most sparked my interest; what thinking has suggested itself as 

particularly appropriate to the experiential and affective strands I have tried to capture; 

the conceptual approaches I have developed; and the approaches to scholarly practice I 

have consequently adopted.  

Yearning, anticipation and serendipity, too, make up some of the many strands through 

which the fabric of the everyday of a space like boipara weaves its multiple dynamics. I 

say this from experience although I am not claiming any particular authenticity or 

authority. Rather I aspire to respond as honestly as I can to the affective resonances of 

the space. In this way, I invite readers to interact with the stories, anecdotes, 

experiences and ideas as they come to them, deciding for themselves how they would 

like to re-imagine and conceptualise the boipara. I do not believe that to think of a 

space, to imagine it, one needs to be or have been physically a part of it. As I have 

already suggested, long before I actually visited College Street and its book stalls, my 

childhood relationship with the spatiality of the boipara began when I allowed myself to 

live imaginatively through the stories, the material objects and the language of the space 

as I encountered it in my family home, especially through my Dadu and his books. 

Thus, the primacy lies not in my personal experience of the space, but in the space: its 

stories, its books and other elements that comprise its everyday spatial dynamics. Just as 

this occurred initially without my presence in the space itself, so it can be for readers of 

this work. 

In my research in the existing literature on the boipara, I found that apart from a scant 

number of articles and brief mentions in other contexts here and there, (Bhattacharya 

2014; Mukherjee 2014; Roy 2014; Bandyopadhyay 2014; R. Bandyopadhyay 2009; Pal 

2013; Mazumdar 2013) there has not been much focus at all on accounting for this 

space in its own right. In the last few years, general books and edited collections on 

Calcutta (Chaudhuri ed. 2013; Gupta ed. 2014; Ray 2007) have attempted to capture 
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certain aspects of the College Street book market8. While these resources have been 

helpful in propelling my own thinking about the boipara, I made two significant 

recognitions. First, nobody has written expressively and extensively about the 

unfolding(s) of the boipara as a space in the day to day life of Calcutta. Most of the 

articles and books that use College Street at all, confine coverage of spatial practices 

within the limits of historical accounting or reading the precinct as a cultural artefact9 – 

as if the space is an academic object for study that needs to be taken apart and analysed 

only within certain disciplinary frameworks. Second, the lanes, alleyways, the coffee 

house and the book stalls of this precinct have often been used in films and featured in 

various Bengali novels, by virtue of how the precinct offers a spectacular visual 

experience. As someone who has been, and continues to be, entangled and emotionally 

invested in the everyday, insignificant and mundane spatial practices of the boipara, I 

found that these representations of the spatiality of the second-hand book market were 

too often restricted and fixed, thus never fully liberating the space to breathe and speak 

for itself.  

It is precisely for this reason that I have been careful not to frame my writing on the 

boipara within any particular discipline or bind it to any specific theoretical or 

methodological ‘framework’. Instead I have deployed as necessary those different 

thinkers, philosophers and theorists who have enabled me to liberate the space, drawing 

in their ideas to help me conceptualise, represent, explore, uncover and interpret the 

boipara in ways that facilitate thinking creatively and reflexively about it and with it.  

This thesis does not rely on an analytical approach for its mode of exploration of the 

everyday life of the boipara. Rather, it uses the idea of ‘unfolding’ as a means to 

explore complex spatialities such as the boipara. While analysis tends to tear apart, or at 

the very least, take to pieces, the complex entanglements that characterise spatialities, 

exploration through ‘unfolding’ lets the complexities speak for themselves, navigating 

through personal stories, collective memories and lived experiences. The thesis thus 

aims to proceed by thinking of writing and conceptualising everyday spaces through 

                                                
8 There are of course several newspaper articles that talk about the College Street area in a variety of 
contexts such as the education system of the city, political movements and other city issues relevant to it.   
9 A significant exception to this is the three-volume, College Street er Shottor Bochor (Ray 2007) 
translated in English as 70 Years of College Street. This recounts a spatial journey through the boipara as 
seen through the lens of publisher, Sabitendranth Ray. Ray worked at the renowned publishing house, 
Mitra and De, from 1936 and this series of books chronicle his personal and professional experience with 
the everyday life of the boipara. I happened to read this book a few years before I began this project. I 
have translated relevant parts from Bengali to English and used stories and anecdotes from his experience 
as appropriate.  
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complex ‘unfoldings’, importantly as something other than analyses. The boipara 

presented itself as a particularly useful object of study in enabling the thesis to explore 

such an approach to spatiality. In addition to its value theoretically and 

methodologically, the decision to address the boipara was both personal and 

political/ideological for me: there is a sense of specificity and non-specificity that works 

simultaneously in the ways in which the space functions. The boipara was one of those 

streets from my childhood memory with which I formed a complex and multifaceted 

association through multiple trajectories. Later, this very space played a significant role 

in developing my own sociological, cultural and political awareness. Yet, on many 

occasions, College Street was just a street that I happened to pass by as a part of some 

other trajectory; the boipara tram stop was just that, a stoppage in the middle of another 

journey; at other times it was simply a place where I chose to hang out with my friends 

or went to buy second-hand books. However, every time I was there, the spatiality of 

the boipara with its movements, interactions and rhythms communicated with my 

presence to create complex memories. The thesis could have been about any other street 

with which I associate this closely in the city of Calcutta. There are a few other streets 

with which I have very distinctive affective relationships. However, in my view, none 

of these streets exists as effortlessly as the boipara, by being uniquely mobile, always 

becoming-something-specific for anyone using the space at any given point of time, yet, 

at the same time also existing as a part of the overall historical, political and cultural 

psyche of the city of Calcutta (albeit sometimes in the background/on the periphery of 

one’s present experience).  

 

 

The use of the boipara thus helps in structuring the thesis in two ways: firstly, as a thesis 

about spatiality in which the specificity of the boipara acts as a testing ground for 

exploring space, despite being an often unremarked, non-specific space; and secondly as 

a thesis whose object is the liveliness of an urban area to be explored as an experimental 

ethnography that withholds certain forms of explanatory research. In this context, 

thinking of ‘usefulness’ and ‘appropriateness’ as important criteria for thinking about 

concepts became crucial. As I have discussed earlier, I am primarily focussed on writing 

about the spatiality of the boipara where the complex conversations of the space retain 

their primacy. Keeping this in mind, I have deployed concepts and ideas that are likely 
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to be useful and potentially valuable in unravelling as many voices and conversations in 

the complex movements of the space. I believe that concepts only become useful if they 

are successful in fuelling the process of becoming/transforming into something else of 

any object of study. Similarly, ‘appropriateness’ was also an interesting thing to 

consider in thinking and working with concepts. Keeping in mind the ways in which I 

intended to think and write about spaces, I wanted specifically to work with concepts 

that could appropriately be used in the process of ‘unfolding’ as opposed to analysis. I 

found that concepts and ideas like the assemblage, lines of flight, rhizomes, and non-

representational theory, among the others I have used, to be appropriate because these 

ideas function with the logic of mobility, flexibility and change, something that grounds 

my approach to spatiality. 

Even though I wanted to write about the spatiality of the boipara in much more detail 

than I had come across in any other sources, I have actively resisted this becoming a 

genealogical or chronological history. Instead, through my writing, I set out to capture 

or witness moments when the personal histories, memories and experiences of the 

regulars (including me) and the occasional users of College Street intersected with their 

presents in the space, as well as with what might be thought of as the public, collective 

or shared memories and significance of the space in the life of the neighbourhood and 

the city.  

It was not what comprised the past that I found most interesting. Rather, it was the play 

between the past and the contemporary in the present that excited me. I wanted to 

discover how that which is mobile, in flux and fleeting might be rendered legible 

affectively as well as epistemologically. As a result, I deliberately fostered a sense of 

immediacy in the continuing conceptual and methodological thought processes that 

shaped my primary research questions. What follows is in many ways a collection of 

interactions, conversations and fragments based in my own experiences and those of 

others using the space, as well as my responses and theirs to the material, mythic and 

mundane aspects of the space itself as they revealed themselves through my work. 

These are not, however, presented randomly, because they became the basis for the 

thesis itself – that is, for the development of an argument, albeit one that does not set 

out to reach a particular conclusion. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Becoming-thought-practice 

Philosophy is not something we apply to life. By thinking 
differently, we create ourselves anew, no longer accepting 
already created and accepted values and assumptions. We 
destroy common sense and who we are in order to become. 

Claire Colebrook 2002, p. xvii 

Putting immanence to work 
This chapter focusses on a number of key concepts that I have used in designing my 

ways of engaging with the spatial movements of the second-hand book market in 

College Street. My work deploys concepts and processes shared among scholars from 

terrains that continually intersect with each other, such as cultural theory, sociology, 

urban studies, cultural geography and philosophy. While there are common interests and 

conceptual strands among these, there are also contrasts in approaches, practices and 

modes of thinking. That is, there is no necessary consistency between how these 

disciplines work, nor have I sought them out because of a perception on my part of 

extensive coherence with how I think and work. While I have interacted with these 

different strands of thinking, my interest has been in promoting a conversation between 

these ideas as much as between my ideas and the thinkers I draw upon. 

For the same reason, I have not attempted to provide a comprehensive reflection on the 

writings of the scholars or the disciplines I engage with. Rather, in settling on and 

addressing my research questions I have worked with concepts, terms and approaches 

that resonate with me most usefully. These might represent ideas and processes that 

were already familiar to me through my various engagements with international 

scholarly exchanges; that I encountered for the first time in the literature survey directly 

related to this project; or that sparked my interest when I came across them in works 

that I picked up for some other reason altogether.  

While recognising that they cannot be completely avoided, I have tried to resist 

approaches that involve application of theoretical frameworks to observations or 

findings, as I have also resisted analysis of sites through particular 

theoretical/disciplinary ‘lenses’ or from particular theoretical/disciplinary ‘positions. To 

think and write in terms of ‘applying theory’ in such ways too readily risks that one will 

find exactly what a particular theoretical/disciplinary framework enables or encourages 

one to find. The outcome is likely to be what Deleuze and Guattari call a ‘tracing’, in 
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their well-known enjoinder to ‘make a map, not a tracing’ (1987, p. 12). Instead I have 

worked with concepts and ideas that have proved valuable when ‘plugged into’ (1987, 

p. 4) my thinking and/or to the contexts about which I am thinking. Taking my lead 

from Deleuze and Guattari, I have thus understood concepts as tools, processes or 

modes of revealing emergences. This has also freed me to develop and redevelop my 

understandings of concepts in relation to their appropriateness for the contexts in which 

they are deployed, shaping and reshaping my ways of working with them in relation to 

the purposes for which I have used them. I have attempted to avoid static frameworks, 

using concepts instead to make and break problems, in order to create ‘knowledge of the 

events’.10  

Throughout much of his own work and in his work with Guattari, Deleuze emphasised 

his desire to create an approach to ontology characterised by difference and multiplicity. 

This thesis does not set out to test the success or otherwise of such an approach, 

however the ways in which the boipara seemed to open itself to my thinking about its 

spatiality led me to recognise that I needed approaches that enable multiple entities to 

co-exist and function; multiple events to coincide in memory and in the present; 

multiple emergences to occur. What is or might be immanent to a space is as significant 

as what is or might be immediately apparent in that space. When I interact with College 

Street as if it is ‘speaking for itself’ I am putting immanence to work (while making 

every effort to avoid falling into a naïve anthropomorphism). 

In writing about College Street and the boipara I have used and explained certain 

everyday words and phrases with a view to capturing a sense of specificity, not to pin 

those words down but to enable them to retain their mobility. Through my work on this 

project I have come to understand that the context opens up the (semiotic/semantic) 

specificity of words to shifts in meanings such that it acquires a very particular 

connection to the aspect of the spatial arrangements in which a particular usage 

occurs.11 It is a given that usage and meanings shift in context, but it is crucial to 

recognise that they do so in very precise ways when the context includes the cultural 

and personal nuances of lived experience in highly charged and deeply resonant spaces 

                                                
10 In my reading of the boipara, I explore the everyday unfolding of the space as an event. As Paul Patton 
observes about Deleuze and Guattari’s work: ‘In What is Philosophy? philosophy is no longer described 
as the (empirical transcendental) search for Ideas but as the creation of concepts, where concepts provide 
knowledge of the events’ (Patton 1996, p. 12). 
11 This can equally be observed about social, cultural, political and ideological arrangements, but here I 
understand all these as implicated in spatial arrangements.  
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like the boipara. This understanding is significant in relation to my project for two 

reasons.  

First, in the chapters that follow, I discuss the idea that every space has a vernacular 

version of the dominant language of the region in which that space it is situated. Bengali 

is the language of Calcutta’s region of India and more specifically, there is a vernacular 

Bengali of the boipara. My life experience as well my research interactions with others, 

reveal that certain Bengali words are not only repeated frequently to describe the 

everyday fabric of the space but also to express people’s familiarity, associations and 

sense of belonging with what those words stand for in the vernacular idiom and 

mundane life of the boipara and in its spatial movements.12 The mobile specificities of 

vernacular Bengali are reflected in my writing. For example, the Ro’ak,13 the para14 and 

adda appear often, not only in my own stories, memories and experiences but those of 

others whose experiences and knowledge I shared through my fieldwork. As would be 

expected, each usage tends to be nuanced according to the speaker, the purpose for the 

use of that word, the context for the speech act and the associations of the word in that 

context.  

Second, it is important that the great majority of the interactions I had with regulars of 

the space, personally and as part of my fieldwork, took place in Bengali. There is 

clearly an assumption of shared understanding carried by people’s choice to speak 

Bengali to me. However, the significance to speakers of particular nuances of language 

in the context of the boipara is strongly demonstrated by the fact that even the very 

small number of people who talked to me in English nevertheless used the specific 

Bengali words that enabled them to share specific understandings. Afterwards, when I 

began working on my dissertation, I realised that as lived and experienced fragments of 

the boipara, a great many of my personal recollections – those that had long been 

familiar memories and those that came back to me during my writing – also occurred in 

Bengali. Further, when I was undertaking field observations as well as conversations, 

what I registered, processed, noted and/or journaled about the boipara was also 

frequently in Bengali.  

                                                
12 These words are very common and used generously in any everyday Bengali conversation. Throughout 
the thesis, I have also used these words as and when they have come up in the context of the discussions.  
13A Ro’ak is a cement construction that is often found around the main entrances of houses in Calcutta. 
An extension, in a way, of the private space of the home spilling into the public space of the footpath, the 
Ro’ak is a liminal site in which to sit and is thus perfect for adda. (See also Chapter Five.) 
14I elaborate on para and how it captures the idea of neighbourhood in Chapters Five and Six.  
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I must pause here to explain that I have been bilingual for a long time. Although I was 

born into a Bengali family and lived much of my daily life in Bengali, in Calcutta I was 

educated entirely in English from kindergarten to the end of my first Masters degree. 

While many of the books that came and went from our house were in Bengali or various 

other languages important to older or newer Indian literary and political life, they were 

just as often in English. What’s more, by the time I came to write this dissertation, I had 

spent years in Australia, undertaking a second Masters (with Honours and thus a 

lengthy thesis in English) and then my doctorate. Since arriving in July 2013, I have 

studied, researched, written, presented and discussed papers at conferences and 

symposia, taught undergraduate courses, socialised and managed the practicalities of 

my everyday life in Australian English.  

Consequently, when I returned to Calcutta to undertake my fieldwork, the richness and 

depth of my engagements with Bengali – in the family, in the streets, in my memories 

and reflections – were exceptionally striking. An emotionally and intellectually 

powerful experience for me, this strongly informed my choice to retain certain Bengali 

words throughout the dissertation, and to provide my own translations of them. This 

project was always inspired by my recognition of the marked entanglements between 

the personal and the spatial, but the significance of that recognition was underscored by 

my renewed encounters with Bengali during the development and writing of my thesis.  

Therefore, how I have experienced the space in the past and how I have written about it 

in the present have often been self-referential. The movements between languages 

necessarily impact on how I interpret, describe and narrativise the boipara. As a 

consequence, it is not always clear whether it is my voice or my depiction of the voices 

and experiences of others as they have communicated to me. However, these 

complications of languages and affects – the movement in- between them and me opens 

itself up for further imagination and anticipation. In this sense what might seem as a 

limitation caused by my subjective intervention can in fact become richly productive.  

In ‘Subjectless Subjectivities’ (2002) Paul Bains explores the relationship between 

subjectivity and expression, drawing on Deleuze, Guattari and Whitehead to develop 

ideas about the writerly experience of autopoiesis, or the ‘self-referential production of 

subjectivity’ (Bains 2002, p.102). I discuss this further later. For now it is enough to 

indicate that the Bengali words I have used in unfolding the spatial movements of the 

boipara all have a degree of what I referred to above as mobile specificity, and to note 
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that I provide different or additional nuances where an instance of language use requires 

them. 

Language is an event that takes place in different ways for different reasons in different 

contexts – even if that is in the same space. I have found that the boipara emerges as a 

difference machine, continually making multiplicities, always becoming-otherwise. As 

a consequence, how I understand, mobilise and explain frequently used Bengali words 

has to be specific to how the space is unfolding in the instance to which I am referring.  

Activating space relationally 
I have already indicated that this work resists rehearsing a chronological history of 

College Street. It is highly unlikely that the history of any space can be accounted for in 

a linear manner, but more than this, I am interested in the relationship between the 

conceptualisation of space and how it has been represented. As Doreen Massey reminds 

us: 

There is an idea with such a long and illustrious history that it has 
come acquire the status of an unquestioned nostrum: this is the idea 
that there is an association between the spatial and the fixation of 
meaning. Representation – indeed conceptualisation – has been 
conceived of as spatialisation (2005, p. 20). 

The processes of conceptualisation and representation often work towards an end or a 

finality that renders little scope for interpretation. For the purposes of this project, 

spatialisation is a volatile and mobile process, always in flux and involving the 

interactions and interrelations of spaces, people, events, things, flows and ways of 

thinking about all of these. Massey points to how, in the ‘old association’ that 

characterises Western philosophy’s preoccupation with temporality, ‘over and over we 

tame the spatial into the textual and the conceptual; into representation’ (2005, p. 20). 

Although Massey points out that Bergson is one of several philosophers who take ‘a 

more mobile, flexible, open, lively’ position, nevertheless it is a position in which, 

‘through representation we spatialise time. It is space which is said thereby to tame the 

temporal’ (ibid). With reference to Deleuze’s (1988) critique of ‘our exclusive 

preoccupation with extended magnitudes at the expense of intensities’ Massey remarks: 

As Boundas (1996, p.85) expands this, the impatience is with our 
over-insistent focus on the discrete at the expense of the continua, 
things at the expense of processes, recognition at the expense of 
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encounter, results at the expense of tendencies… (and lots more 
besides). (2005, p. 20) 

She continues, with regard to her own work: 

Every argument being proposed in this book would support such an 
endeavour. A reimagination of things as processes is necessary (and 
indeed now widely accepted) for the reconceptualisation of places in a 
way that might challenge exclusivist localisms based on claims of 
some eternal authenticity. Instead of things as pregiven discrete 
entities, there is now a move towards recognising the continuous 
becoming which is in the nature of their being. (2005, pp. 20-21) 

She recognises that in the interests of rethinking space Bergson rethinks things, newness 

and processes of change in exciting ways. Yet his work nevertheless reveals ‘an 

overwhelming concern with time’ (2005, p. 21) which relegated space, once again, to a 

relatively static position.  

Massey’s influence on my work has been profound. In positing that many notions of 

spatiality force us to conceptualise a space and conclude the process through 

representation, while others invite us to think about space as a product of time thus 

elevating temporality over spatiality and falling into the trap of representing space as 

‘empty’ until events in time activate it, she demonstrates the urgent need for different 

approaches to working with space; to thinking spatially. She also points towards the 

importance of Deleuze’s concern with differences and multiplicities, which has 

similarly provided a particularly powerful impetus for my project.  

As part of my response to Massey’s call for new approaches to spatiality, the writing of 

this dissertation is also an exposition of the thinking processes involved in it. It is an 

expression of a multiplicity of experiences characterised by movement and fluidity, 

exploring and enacting modes of spatialisation through which, as I have stressed, 

concepts do not operate as static frameworks and/or representational forms. Massumi 

observes, ‘the evasive in-betweenness of expression’s emerging into and continuing 

through a cluttered world is why it is never “autonomous” in the sense of being a 

separate entity’ (2002, p. xxix). In contrast, he notes that it is the process that is 

autonomous: a process is being in the middle of things and is always ‘recharging for 

more’ (2002, p. xxix).  
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In my work what becomes independent or autonomous is the unfolding of relational 

interactions between the various components of the boipara.15 These interactions and 

processes are autonomous because they are guided by affective intensities. As a 

corollary, Massumi also proposes that ‘only an autonomy can be captured’ (2002, p. 

xxix). Thus, in order to imagine different forms of representation and/or to develop 

different approaches to conceptualisation of space, we must think of the in-betweenness 

and relationality not only of the material, human and sensorial components of any space 

but of what we do, think and write about that space. This is when a kind of spatialisation 

can occur that may use fresh forms of representation and various approaches to 

conceptualisation but is not confined or defined by their boundaries.  

In Cityscapes (2005) Ben Highmore observes that in the nineteenth century, to study 

urban space was to make it legible. Social scientists identified city spaces as networks 

characterised by an ‘explosion of heterogeneity of diversity’ that was capable of 

producing an ‘anxiety amongst those who saw it as their duty to regulate and plan the 

metropolitan culture’ (Highmore 2005, p. 6). The city, as seen through the lens of a 

modernist, was always in need of a framework that would render its spatiality readable, 

often ignoring the existence of multiple rhythms, flows and narratives. The practice of 

representing a city as legible, which also means that the subject is automatically given a 

hierarchical position within a spatial arrangement, frequently overlooked other elements 

that comprised the space as well. For example, Calcutta’s everyday life has featured 

significantly in colonial grand narratives as well as in postcolonial and subaltern studies 

among various disciplines. The voice of any particular disciplinary framework, almost 

inevitably, takes over from the capacity to notice potential emergences and relations 

taking place in, and immanent to, the city itself. Even when they acknowledge the 

material and affective components of space – like objects, architecture, sounds and 

odours, all of which in any case have their own rhythms and relations – such accounts 

become liable to interpretation and manipulation according to the interests of the 

narratives that attempt to comprehend them. For example, I am familiar with most of 

the significant commentaries and the stories embedded in various disciplinary 

representations of Calcutta, but I have never been able to make sense of my own spatial 

experience of the city and the boipara through any one of these. My everyday 

                                                
15 Some caution is required regarding the movement of ideas here: this is not to suggest that these 
components are themselves ‘independent’ of each other. On the contrary, they are related or open to 
relating in many ways, which is why they are always open to rhizomatic movements – the generation of 
connections, nodes, vectors and so on. If this was not the case, the emphasis I later place on the concept 
of assemblage would be unsustainable. 
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experience is an intersection of all of those ways of thinking and what they reveal, and 

more. It is messy and complex and impossible to contain within a single disciplinary 

framework. This is why I understand this thesis as process where I make sense of my 

everyday experiences and how they converge with and diverge from the experiences of 

others who use the space in different ways and at different times. The intention behind 

my writing is not to disentangle the complex life of the boipara, but to enjoy its 

complexity and to explore how that complexity takes place.  

Despite the fact that by the turn of the twenty-first century the great majority of 

scholarly work on the urban critiqued the modernist narrative, and problematised 

approaches to policy and planning based in it, Highmore’s observation holds very true 

that the ‘desire to plan the city, regulate it and control it is as much a feature of present-

day urbanism as it was in the middle of the nineteenth century’ (2006, p. 7).  

A diverse group of highly influential scholars interested in theorising urban planning16 

have stressed the value, in practice, of initiatives that are likely to preserve and/or 

encourage social and cultural diversity and foster creativity by preserving and 

repurposing lanes, alleys and backstreets; ex-warehouses, heritage pubs and music 

venues; wharves and industrial sites, all of which are potential sites of alternative 

cultural practices, likely to be amenable to expressions of gender diversity and open to 

social/cultural entrepreneurship. These ideas have influenced policy makers and 

planners charged with implementing major projects in some of the world’s urban 

hotspots, like New York, Tokyo, London, Hong Kong and Sydney, as well as in places 

such as Boston, Bristol, both Newcastles (Australia and UK), Hamburg and Valparaiso 

which are deemed to have particular industrial and/or maritime historical significance. 

Yet in ‘benchmarking’ the success or otherwise of the projects in question it remains the 

case that the benefits for people’s everyday lives of deliberate efforts to foster social 

and cultural diversity and creativity have too often been ignored. On the contrary, such 

judgements are most often focused on the economic benefits that are perceived to have 

accrued to the city, region or precinct, and/or to local, state and national government 

revenue in the form of increased tourism, retail activity and consumption tax. The focus 

for the scholars and for the planners influenced by them, is on activating certain urban 

spaces by preserving-and-nurturing (in a double movement) architectural, 

                                                
16 For example: Jane Jacobs, Jean Hillier, Patsy Healey, Sharon Zukin, Deborah Stephenson, Edward 
Soja, Richard Florida, and practice-based consultancy organisations such as COMEDIA, set up by major 
figures in the development of scholarly approaches to cultural and urban policy studies, including Charles 
Landry, Ken Worpole, Franco Bianchini, Liz Greenhalgh, Peter Hall and others.  
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topographical, social and cultural diversity in ways that are always open to further 

transformations, thus encouraging ongoing human returns by increasing social and 

cultural capital for those using the space. In sharp contrast, for governments and 

corporations the focus is on achieving ‘the redevelopment’ of a space (in a completed 

project) the success of which can henceforth be measured in terms of capital per se, that 

is, growth in economic returns.17  

One thing that contributes significantly to discouraging people from thinking about 

space as active and seeing it instead as static is the longstanding habit in writing about 

space such that ‘over and again space is conceptualised (or, rather, assumed to be) 

simply the negative opposite of time’ (Massey 2005, p. 17). Massey stresses that in for 

space she counters this: 

One theme is that time and space must be thought together: that this is 
not some mere rhetorical flourish but that it influences how we think 
of both terms; that thinking of time and space together does not mean 
they are identical… rather it means that the imagination of one will 
have repercussions (not always followed through) for the imagination 
of the other and that space and time are implicated in each other; that 
it opens up some problems which have heretofore seemed (logically 
and intractably) insoluble; and that it has reverberations for thinking 
about politics and the spatial. (Massey 2005, p. 18).  

The more I thought about Highmore’s and Massey’s observations, the more I was 

convinced that I needed to avoid linear and/or chronological approaches that would 

result in me ‘presenting’ or ‘representing’ the boipara and its role in Calcutta’s 

imaginary as if solely from a position of scholarly observation and analysis. It became 

increasingly important that I work actively as an insider-and-outsider in such a way as 

to invite the space to manifest actively. My life experience is embedded and implicated 

in this place about which I am producing a work that sets out to undertake and 

encourage scholarly engagements with its spatiality. This is why being experientially 

and expressively present in rendering the space and so activating it, became a personal, 

ethical and intellectual obligation. 

                                                
17 The observations I make in this paragraph are of necessity broad because they are, in a sense, an aside 
to my main discussion. However, they are meant to shed some further light on the important problem that 
Highmore raises whereby no matter how much we understand the problematics of Western Modernity’s 
ways of conceptualising about cities, practices in relation to planning and governing them too often 
remain stubbornly attached to those older frameworks. 
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For the same reasons, I also needed to work actively with the problematics I faced in 

addressing the question of how I would approach College Street as a researcher, as a 

scholarly writer and as a person on intimate terms with the site. I was initially inclined 

to explore the potential of this space by noticing the processes involved in how my ideas 

became framing concepts. However, it soon became clear that if, as I had already 

determined, I was to avoid framing devices or ‘lenses’ and develop more productive 

spatial engagements, working with concepts as processes would more readily enable me 

to notice the intersections and emergences continually taking place in the boipara. 

Instead, I see this as a work in progress towards an active and generative engagement 

which notices a continual rise and fall of intensities through both place-making and a 

sense of placelessness within the space.  

Highmore writes:  

I want to think of the study of urban cultures slightly differently. 
Instead of setting out to make the urban legible (and necessarily 
erasing the exceptional and wayward), the study of urban cultures 
could declare its object to be the social anxiety caused by the city’s 
perceived illegibility (indeed some of the best writing on urban culture 
does exactly that). Here then the project’s motivation is not to render 
the city legible, but to render its illegibility legible (so to speak) or to 
make legible the effects and affects of illegibility. (2006, p.7)  

His idea of rendering the ‘illegibility’ of a city ‘legible’ (2005) resonated immediately 

with the kind of research I was interested in undertaking. The quest to find or produce 

legibility often eliminates difference and multiplicity, thereby streamlining available 

meaning. It tends to be categorising and simplifying in its approaches and methods, 

often regardless of stated intentions to produce nuanced and open readings. Highmore, 

by contrast, notices that the ‘perceived illegibility’ of the city stems from its actual 

complexity, messiness and volatility (2005, p. 7).18 A city’s dynamism is also produced 

by what I am calling a spilling over or leakage of imagination that continuously informs 

our experiences. For example, I have resisted the habit of rendering space legible by 

allowing the site, matter and context of the research sufficient scope to ‘decide for 

themselves,’ how I work with them; that is, I have tried to keep the field open and 

mobile enough to reveal how it invites engagement. This has involved a number of 

significant choices regarding research processes and how I have expressed the outcomes 

of those processes.  

                                                
18 He makes this observation in relation to his analysis of the cinema and the city.  
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I am also grateful to Massey for the inspiration to ‘produce new lines of thought’: 

…to liberate “space” from some chains of meaning (which embed it 
with closure or stasis, or with science, writing and representation) and 
which have all but choked it to death, in order to set it into other 
chains (…alongside openness, and heterogeneity, and liveliness) 
where it can have new and more productive life. (Massey 2005, p. 19)  

Taking my cue from this, I set out to establish a positive differential relationship 

between the space and the concepts I use to understand it: how I use the concepts 

enables them to undergo a continuous process of becoming-mobile while creating 

positive difference.  

In her opening remarks to Understanding Deleuze (2002) Claire Colebook traces the 

relations between the thinking of Marx, Deleuze, Spinoza, Foucault and others Deleuze 

described as undertaking ‘practical philosophy’ – that is, philosophy that does not take 

place in some transcendent realm concerned with ‘timeless and immutable values,’ but 

instead recognises that: 

Our practical world of life and action is lived through the ideas we 
form and the ideas that form us. Through theory, we are capable of 
questioning and changing our relation to the world and each other. 
Philosophy and theory are not merely related to life and practice; they 
are aspects of life. Gilles Deleuze also referred to a specifically 
revolutionary potential in thought: something is revolutionary not 
because it has this or that political content or “message” but because it 
destroys the seeming naturalness or inevitability of what we take to be 
unchangeable. (Colebrook 2002, p. xii) 

While I make no claims whatsoever about the ‘revolutionary’ nature of my project, I do 

mean to disrupt conventional ways of engaging with space, place and spatiality. I seek to 

hold the site open to novel relations with the researcher, the research and the outcomes 

of that research.  

Massey critiques a range of conventional approaches to distinguishing between space 

and place, in particular the notion that space is empty and only becomes place when 

humans make meaning out of it by using it. Space, she remarks, is never empty. There 

are, though, movements between space and place that must be acknowledged and 

explored. I need to work with this relationality because what comprises the second-hand 

book market in Calcutta is not always purely ‘spatial’. It is also entwined with the local 

specificities of the place. There have been many instances where the boipara and its 
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material and affective components have engaged in place-making with its physical 

space. However, ‘to escape an imagination of space as a surface is to abandon also that 

view of surface’ (Massey 2005, p. 130). The difference between space and place can 

therefore be understood in terms of the difference between simultaneity and collectivity.  

If space is rather a simultaneity of stories-so-far, then places are 
collections of these stories, articulations within the wider power 
geometries of space. Their character will be a product of these 
interactions within that wider setting, and of what is made of them. 
(Massey 2005, p. 130)  

Thus, my analysis of the placeness and spatiality of the second-hand book market of 

College Street requires a sense of continuous mobility between place and space. In 

Deleuze and Space Ian Buchanan provides a particularly useful overview of how 

Deleuze and Guattari spatialise A Thousand Plateaus – in terms of structure and 

expression – and how they rethink ‘space’ throughout the book: 

 In A Thousand Plateaus (1987), new configurations of the spatial field 
abound and even the work’s title and composition signal a spatial 
assemblage of planes, lines, and between these, points of variation (or 
“becoming”). This replaces the tripartite division of the spatial field 
normally associated with “mental representation”: the field of reality 
(the world), the field of representation (the book), the field of 
subjectivity (the author) (Deleuze and Guattari 1987:23). Thus, the 
work has a “middle” (milieu) from which it extracts its territories for 
analysis, but no centre; it has no end or margins, but rather “cutting 
edges of de-territorialisation”. In fact, space itself is never neutral to the 
particular assemblage in which it appears or that produces it as its “a 
priori” condition; there are always two kinds of space: “smooth and 
striated space – nomad space and sedentary space – the space in which 
the war machine develops and the space instituted by the State 
apparatus – are not of the same nature” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 
474). And yet, as they immediately go on to qualify, this does not 
create a rigid dualism or opposition since any composition is always “a 
mixture” (melange) of smooth and striated space and the point is to 
develop a suppler system of analysis. (Buchanan in Buchanan and 
Lambert 2005, p. 5) 

My modes of expressing and structuring my interactions with the College Street 

boipara are also inspired by the idea of beginning things in the middle and providing a 

variety of experiential narratives that are characterised by movement, relationality, 

imagination and memory. Deleuze and Guattari frequently engage with questions of 

space, but as Bonta and Protevi put it:  
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Although ATP never explicitly enters into discussion of “space” per 
se, without the “striated” or “smooth” adjectives, we can say that there 
is no Space with a capital S as something that precedes bodies and 
awaits them as a container. Just the opposite: the body or assemblage 
in question is co-constituted along with the space it occupies. (2004, 
p. 146)  

Striated space can be most readily conceived as territorialised or reterritorialised, coded, 

organised and regulated, while smooth space is completely deterritorialised (however 

briefly), decoded and open to multiple reconfigurations and connections (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987, p. 46). Spatiality, in this conception, is a process of inevitable movement 

between these conditions such that space never settles and ‘“space” is itself always a 

mix of smooth and striated’ (Bonta and Protevi 2004, p. 146).  

The boipara as a neighbourhood of books has not been waiting for its components to 

enter within its contours in order to start making sense of each other, nor has it been 

waiting for me to ‘hear’, ‘read’ and ‘represent’ it. It has been constantly in flux for as 

long as it has existed, and every component of it – non-human and human – is in one 

way or another an extension of other working arrangements in other spatial 

compositions. The role of those other arrangements in the production of affective 

associations and sensorial experiences through movement within the boipara is purely 

accidental but often significant. Here the matter of co-constitution comes into play, and 

it is the co-constitutive actions of the boipara as an assemblage opening onto other 

assemblages that centrally concerns much of the rest of this work.  

Mobilising relational thinking 
I concur with Bonta and Protevi (2004, p.146) that Deleuze and Guattari’s approach to 

space is ‘geophilosophical’. For Deleuze and Guattari any form of thinking, be it art, 

science or philosophy, essentially aims at bringing order amid chaos. They are, though, 

also wary of the fact that there is always an impetus towards finality, authority and 

ultimatum that accompanies any philosophical, social, political or historical narrative 

structure that has such order as an objective. As Paul Patton observes, ‘…. order can 

also imprison us in fixed and immobile patterns of thought and action, inhibiting 

creativity or change’ (2006, p.21). However, when space becomes a focus for 

observation, interaction, response and/or analysis, it is a particularly pronounced 

example of plurality, multiplicity and movement: accounting for any space must entail 

accounting for its differences, movements and continual changes. In a project such as 



 49 

this, which sets out to reconceptualise a space in terms of the experiences and strategies 

through which we encounter it, it therefore became essential for me to adopt ways of 

thinking about space that are comfortable with chaos, inclusivity and difference; with 

specificities, singularities and pluralities. By elaborating on some concepts developed 

by Deleuze and Guattari that have proved particularly useful to me in articulating my 

encounters with the boipara, I want to suggest that they provide expanded means of 

exploring urban spaces as we experience them. One of the major characteristics of 

Deleuze and Guattari’s works, together and separately, is that they have developed and 

redeveloped their key concepts in multiple ways that provide scope for multiple 

interpretations and applications. I have largely relied on A Thousand Plateaus for 

specific ways of working with and thinking through Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts in 

this thesis.19 Given that Deleuze and Guattari advocate for the use of their concepts as 

tools or processes, their thinking is most useful when regarded as a consequence arising 

from a problem20 and not as a pre-existing framework that is waiting to be applied to a 

situation. As Daniel Smith notes, concepts have ‘no identity but only a becoming’ 

(Smith 2012, p. 62). ‘There is’, Smith observes, ‘a becoming of concepts not only 

within the entirety of Deleuze’s corpus, but also in each book and in each concept, 

which is extended to and draws from the entire history of philosophy’ (2012, p. 63)21. 

My experience of movement, change, relationality within the boipara, personally and as 

a researcher, prompted me to draw on and experiment with conceptual tools that would 

help me understand the space.  

Colebrook notes that our understanding of philosophy is often restricted by the 

conventions of what is thought of as ‘a purely academic exercise’ (2002, p. xi); whereas 

for Marx: 

…the very idea of a separate realm of ideas, “theory” or the intellect 
was symptomatic of a specific mode of life. We only divorce “theory” 
from the world and practice when our ideas have begun to mask, rather 
than enhance, life. It is only when we have lost touch the world that our 
minds seem to operate in an “ideal” sphere of their own. For this 
reason, Marx insisted that a truly successful philosophy would not add 

                                                
19 Though I am familiar with the shifts in usages that occur throughout their body of work, I have found 
that the various terms they deploy in A Thousand Plateaus are particularly appropriate for thinking and 
writing about spatiality, object relations, affect, assemblages and other ideas that are key to my project. I 
may, from time to time, draw on their other texts, but for purposes of clarity I primarily draw on ways in 
which they explore and express their concepts in A Thousand Plateaus. 
20 Or, indeed, a research question. 
21 Smith gives the example of the ‘concept of intensities’ which Deleuze revisited in different ways 
throughout his body of work. 
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just one more idea of interpretation to the world; it would change our 
very relation to the world (Colebrook 2002, p. xi).  

There is no question that Deleuze and Guattari shared Marx’s position. In arguing that 

‘[d]espite the difficulty and seemingly abstract nature of Deleuze’s work he is, by his 

own account, a practical philosopher’, Colebrook writes that for him: 

The more difficult and challenging our concepts are, the more they 
allow us to change and expand our lives. A theory or philosophy 
which merely gave us an accurate picture of the world would present 
itself as a supplement to life; but a philosophy which challenged the 
form and structure of our thinking would be an event of life (2002, p. 
xii). 

I have kept this in mind throughout my work.22 

Just as Deleuze and Guattari distrust a philosophy that throws a preconceived 

framework over the world to produce in turn concepts that are implicated in the same 

representational lenses, so I have also tried to resist any tendency to ‘fit’ my 

observations into concepts and approaches that I draw from Deleuze and Guattari. I 

have worked with and through their approaches to ‘practical philosophy’ but I certainly 

have not set out to ‘apply’ their concepts. Rather, I have deployed them in various ways. 

Deleuze and Guattari offered me scope to explore novel approaches to research and how 

I might express the outcomes of that research. As Colebrook puts it: 

…Deleuze’s work is not so much a series of self-contained arguments 
as it is the formation of a whole new way of thinking and writing. For 
this reason he created an array of new terms and borrowed specialist 
terms from previous philosophers. Like that of Benedict de Spinoza 
(1632-77) Deleuze’s terminology does not consist of simple, self-
sufficient and definable key terms. Spinoza’s philosophy formed a set 
of interweaving axioms and propositions, a style of philosophy that 
supposedly mirrored a world that is not an object outside us to be 
judged, but a dynamic plane of forces within which we are located 
(Deleuze 1992). Philosophy, for both Deleuze and Spinoza, cannot 
have a distinct foundation or beginning, for the life it studies has 
always already begun and the philosopher, scientist or artist who 
writes about life is also part of the flux of life (2002, p. xviii). 

It is well known that a great many of the terms used by Deleuze and Guattari parallel 

each other and at the same time have distinguishing features in how they operate in 
                                                
22 While Colebrook’s Understanding Deleuze (2002) is focused on Deleuze, given his many 
collaborations with Guattari from the 1970s on, many of her comments can readily be taken to apply to 
their work together.  
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particular contexts. There is flexibility and slippage, but also a degree of contextual 

precision. Each term they use emerges from an individual line of inquiry, they are 

immanent to the situation in which they are used and are developed in context. Below I 

work through some of the terms and concepts I have deployed in this work.  

Rhizome/Rhizomics 
Deleuze and Guattari view it as essential to think in terms of connections, links and 

complications. Concepts thus become tools or processes for the creation of 

complications, which in turn create ‘new connections for thinking’ and open new 

‘planes of thought’ (Deleuze 1994, p. 139). Thinking in terms of rhizomes provides a 

means to bring these ideas together in the one movement. They explain rhizomatic 

thinking by distinguishing it from the kinds of ‘arborescent’ thinking that they see as 

characteristic of the West, which has focussed on locating a central point of a subject of 

inquiry or investigation from which it branches outwards. This form of thinking has 

always privileged centres and origins, striving to maintain order, classification and 

direction. A rhizome on the other hand, makes ‘random, proliferating and de-centred 

connections’ (Colebrook 2002, p. xxvii). It is crucial to note that there is no intention to 

produce a binary or opposition between rhizomes and ‘tree logic’ (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987), rather they set out to complicate thought by producing a multiplicity. 

As Colebrook explains it: ‘[y]ou begin with the distinction between rhizomatic and 

arborescent only to see that all distinctions and hierarchies are active creations, which 

are in turn capable of further distinctions and articulations’ (2002, p. xxviii). Rhizomic 

thinking, then, does not anticipate any particular method, structure or organisation. 

Rather it senses a rupture, a gap and proliferates from there.  

In the opening pages of A Thousand Plateaus, when they ‘enumerate certain 

approximate characteristics of the rhizome’ (1987, p. 7) Deleuze and Guattari give us,  

1 and 2. Principles of connection and heterogeneity: any point of a 
rhizome can be connected to anything other and must be. This is very 
different from the tree or root, which plots a point, fixes an order 
(1987, p. 7).  

It is this distinction that makes rhizomic thinking appropriate for my engagements with 

the boipara. In the previous chapter I wrote about my earliest memories of contact with 

the precinct through the comings and goings of reading material between the second-

hand book stalls, the formal book stores and my home, in the hands of my grandfather 
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and my father. This form of interaction with the space was never just a circulation of 

stories or ideas for me. It was rhizomic in nature because of the multiple connections 

these circulations were later able to make in different stages of my visits to the boipara. 

It was always as if the imagined relationship I had formed with this space in the past 

informed the present in creating newer directions of thought and experience.  

I noted previously that, in the early nineteenth century, the British tried to impose order 

on the sprawling chaos of Calcutta and how, as part of this, a ‘structured axis was 

created along and between Cornwallis Street, Wellington Street, College Street and 

Wellesley Street’ (Bose, 1990). However, the implementation of the plans failed to 

produce the neat set of arrangements and flows anticipated for this part of the city 

because they were comprehensively ignored by how people used these spaces. College 

Street was and continues to be both intimately and approximately connected to so many 

aspects of the life of the streets, to activities and institutions in it and around it, and to 

the lives of Calcutta’s citizens generally, that it remains resistant to order. Order does 

not acknowledge such rhizomes or rhizomic relations. 

Deleuze and Guattari’s next principle provides a means of escape from the idea of ‘the 

One’, a unity, an overriding, transcendent idea or entity, such as the city plan produced 

by a colonial government or any contemporary attempt to mandate and regulate how the 

boipara looks and operates: 

3. Principle of multiplicity: it is only when the multiple is effectively 
treated as a substantive, “multiplicity,” that it ceases to have any 
relation to the One as subject or object, natural or spiritual reality, 
image and world. Multiplicities are rhizomatic… A multiplicity has 
neither subject nor object, only determinations, magnitudes, and 
dimensions that cannot increase in number without the multiplicity 
changing in nature (the laws of combination therefore increase in 
number as the multiplicity grows) (1987, p. 8). 

The boipara is a multiplicity. It is part of several other multiplicities (College Street, its 

institutions, the part of the city it occupies, the city as a whole, as well as memories, 

stories, histories, political change and so on). And it makes multiplicities. My 

interactions with it through life experience and as a scholar have served to confirm these 

observations in many ways – most obviously in my recognitions about the movements 

between rhizomes, multiplicities and assemblages that I deal with below and return to in 

various ways throughout this dissertation. ‘The point is’, Deleuze and Guattari remark a 

little later in their exploration of the principle of multiplicity, ‘that a rhizome or 
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multiplicity never allows itself to be overcoded …’ (1987, p. 9). The boipara was and is 

always going to resist reorganisation, deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation by 

forces that work against its own movements, the rhizomes it is forming at any moment 

in any connection. 

Part of the explanation for how movements of resistance-and-change can work in such 

spaces is provided by the principle of rupture. 

4. Principle of asignifying rupture: against the oversignifying breaks 
separating structures or cutting across a single structure. A rhizome 
may be broken, shattered at a given spot, but it will start up again on 
one of its old lines, or on new lines. You can never get rid of ants 
because they form an animal rhizome that can rebound time and again 
after most of it has been destroyed. Every rhizome contains lines of 
segmentarity according to which it is stratified, territorialized, 
organized, signified, attributed etc., as well as lines of 
deterritorialization down which it constantly flees. There is a rupture 
in the rhizome whenever segmentary lines explode into a line of 
flight, but the line of flight is part of the rhizome. These lines always 
tie back to one another. This is why one can never posit a dualism or a 
dichotomy, even in the rudimentary form of the good and the bad 
(1987, p. 9). 

This is another way of conceptualising the movements between smooth and striated 

spaces to which I referred earlier. At the same time, it provides one means to come to 

grips with how a place like the boipara can be at once constantly in flux – materially, 

temporally, sensorially, spatially – and yet attain and maintain an air of permanence so 

that it seems firmly established in the memories and present lives of Calcutta’s citizens 

as an ongoing marker of the life the of the city. It is in their discussion of this 

characteristic of the rhizome that Deleuze and Guattari enter into their famous 

engagement with relations between the wasp and the orchid, and the concept of the 

capture of code.  

Deleuze and Guattari understand of the rhizome as a map, with multiple entryways, 

openings, connections, changes, performances, which makes it very useful in thinking 

about spaces and has strongly informed how I understand my experiences of the 

boipara.  

5 and 6. Principle of cartography and decalcomania: a rhizome is not 
amenable to any structural or generative model. It is a stranger to any 
idea of genetic axis or deep structure… It is our view that genetic axis 
and profound structure are above all infinitely reproducible principles 
of tracing. All of tree logic is a logic of tracing and reproduction… 
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The rhizome is altogether different, a map and not a tracing. Make a 
map, not a tracing … What distinguishes the map from the tracing is 
that it is entirely oriented toward an experimentation in contact with 
the real… [The map] is itself a part of the rhizome. The map is open 
and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, 
susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted 
to any kind of mounting, reworked by an individual, group or social 
formation … Perhaps one of the most important characteristics of the 
rhizome is that it always has multiple entryways … A map has 
multiple entryways, as opposed to the tracing, which always comes 
back “to the same.” The map has to do with performance, whereas the 
tracing always involves an alleged “competence” (1987, pp. 12-13). 

Such approaches have been crucial to how I have kept my ways of exploring the 

boipara’s spatiality from becoming mere tracings and how I have tried to maintain their 

openness to a range of engagements between me and the space; me and those who 

frequent the space; and between the space and my own memories, preconceptions, 

reflections and observations, suggestions and insights. 

All of Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘approximate characteristics’ of the rhizome (expressed as 

principles one to six) have helped me to understand the importance of affect and of the 

abundant sensory richness of the precinct – how colour, sound, smell and texture 

interact with each other to produce a particular ‘atmosphere’ in the boipara. At the same 

time, they have contributed to my suggestion that within the spatial field of the boipara, 

rhizomic connections can produce the effect of a multi-stranded conversation through 

which the space communicates with itself; with those who occupy it and those who pass 

through it; with other parts of the city; and with a scholar who may be seen to be setting 

out to ‘observe’, ‘explore’, ‘investigate’ but who is in fact immersed in a much more 

complex array of relations than those somewhat detached operations can suggest. 

Throughout this work I have remained aware that a rhizome: 

…is composed not of units but of dimensions, or rather directions in 
motion. It has neither beginning nor end, but always a middle (milieu) 
from with it grows and which it overspills (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1987, p. 21). 

Assemblage  
Deleuze and Guattari consistently work with and through connections and interactions. 

As Patricia Wise observes, ‘[t]he refusal of any dualism and of simple 

oppositions/syntheses underpins their principle of inclusive disjunction which undoes 
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the either/or of exclusive disjunction with “and … and … and”, the formula of the 

rhizome’ (Wise in Lindner ed. 2006, p. 182-3). For my consideration of the boipara, the 

connections between rhizomes, multiplicities and assemblages are of particular 

significance. Once we understand that a rhizome has ‘always a middle … from which it 

grows and which it overspills’ we can also understand that the spatiality of the boipara 

operates not as any kind of stable system or network, but, as Wise writes with reference 

to a similarly volatile space, ‘rather in terms of what specificities might temporarily or 

occasionally connect, then impel, new specificities, thus producing multiplicity out of 

multiplicity’ (2006, p.183). It becomes, then, a matter of emergences, events, 

interactions, ruptures, intensities and connections contributing to processes that Deleuze 

and Guattari summarise as ‘making multiplicities’. It follows that ‘[a]n assemblage is 

precisely this increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity that necessarily changes its 

nature as it expands its connections’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p.8). We might think 

of the processes of an assemblage as like the processes of a rhizome, but at the same 

time we need to remember that any assemblage is the product of many rhizomes and 

rhizomic connections and that, in turn, assemblages are mobile, complex, interactive 

and will themselves connect to other assemblages. Put simply, made up of rhizomes 

which are continually becoming-otherwise, assemblages are also constantly in flux by 

virtue of the changes in their ‘directions in motion’ wrought by how they make 

multiplicities and overspill themselves. In Chapter Four I give close attention to the 

usefulness of the idea of ‘assemblage’ in the context of the boipara, however I have 

also deployed it throughout this work because I wanted to explore how productive it 

could be to my developing my understanding of spatiality more generally.23 

Above all, I approach the concept of assemblage as an enabler of departure. An 

assemblage is a composition or working arrangement of material and affective 

elements, thinking processes, pressure points, interactions and potentials that facilitate a 

continual self-ordering and re-ordering of its components and connections to produce 

further associations. Thinking with and through assemblages therefore encourages 

additional forms of creative thinking, fresh threads of narratives and varying 

perspectives on lived experiences to interweave with and emerge from the textures of a 

space. This is the productive value of the concept of the assemblage, and its associated 

                                                
23 I also move out from Deleuze and Guattari to consider how the idea of assemblage is interpreted and 
deployed in various disciplinary contexts by Anderson (2011), Edensor (2011), Surin (2011), Pons et al 
(2009), Bonta and Protevi (2004), Colebrook (2002), McFarlane (2011) and Grosz (2002; 1992). At 
different times, I have unfolded conversations between the various ways in which these thinkers have 
used assemblage and how I have used it.  
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processual recognitions: it not only reveals its inseparability from the concepts of the 

rhizome, rhizomatics and multiplicities, but also impels departures from conventions 

into a sense of openness. 

In their discussion of ‘Postulates of Linguistics’ in A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and 

Guattari take a moment to ‘…draw some general conclusions on the nature of 

Assemblages’ (1987, p. 88). They provide a perspective that relies on a series of axes to 

describe several aspects of the assemblage: 

On a first, horizontal, axis, an assemblage comprises two segments, 
one of content, the other of expression. One the one hand it is a 
machinic assemblage of bodies, of actions and passions, an 
intermingling of bodies reacting to one another; on the other it is a 
collective assemblage of enunciation, of acts and statements, of 
incorporeal transformations attributed to bodies. Then on a vertical 
axis, the assemblage has both territorial sides, or reterritorialized 
sides, which stabilize it, and cutting edges of deterritorialization, 
which carry it away (1987, p. 88).24  

The sense of being carried away is captured most famously by their concept of the line 

of flight, which is closely connected to rhizomes, multiplicities and assemblages. What 

matter here are the multiple movements between reterritorialisation and 

deterritorialisation that take place within any assemblage, and the ‘cutting edges of 

deterrorialization, which carry it away’. Assemblages are continually subject to 

ruptures, disconnections and reconnections. A line of flight can be thought of as an 

outcome of a crack or fissure or opening out in an assemblage that promotes such 

carrying away. There are, of course, many different kinds of being carried away. For 

example, the more stabilised, fixed, ‘molarised’, ‘striated’ any assemblage becomes, the 

more likely it is that ruptures will occur, in which case the subsequent line of flight is 

readily conceived of as an escape – but it will always be, eventually, an escape towards 

something else. I have also stressed the potentialities of assemblages – how they find 

and produce connections and interactions beyond themselves. Another movement that 

can be understood as a line of flight, this occurs in the context of being-open-to new 

noticings, fresh interactions, differences. I referred above to my experiences and how I 

have written about them as products of fresh narrative opportunities, newer threads that 
                                                
24 This might at first seem uncharacteristically formulaic, but in a discussion of Kafka, feudalism and 
various other topics, which eventually returns to linguistics, they simultaneously emphasise the 
inescapable interimplication of these aspects they describe as: ‘the tetravalence of the assemblage’ (p. 
89).  
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emerge from the existing, far from stable nature of the boipara as an assemblage. I have 

envisaged each of the chapters in this dissertation as connections to lived experiences of 

the boipara so far – my own experiences and those of others – and as expressions of 

affective, experiential knowledge that nudge readers to imagine further, to make 

additional connections. In this sense each chapter has the potential to open out to other 

connections, and even to produce lines of flight.  

In an interview given in 1988, Deleuze remarked: ‘I’ve tried in all my books to discover 

the nature of events; it’s a philosophical concept, the only one capable of ousting the 

verb “to be” and its attributes’ (Deleuze in Patton 1996, p.12). In this context, the 

concept of the event enables an ‘ontology of open multiplicities’ (Patton 1996, p.12), 

which has given me the scope to analyse the boipara by moving in and through a state 

of in-betweenness. When a line of flight escapes, emerges, explodes, creates itself from 

an assemblage, it enters a state between the known and unknown. It is becoming-

something; it will arrive somewhere, to depart again. Thus, it is always being in the 

middle of things that matters more than the supposed points of departure or arrival.  

The desire to oust ‘the verb “to be” and its attributes’ is most obviously reflected in 

Deleuze and Guattari’s insistence on deploying the concept of becoming, which is 

nearly always expressed in a hyphenated relation, since states, bodies, concepts, 

assemblages are always in flux, changing, transforming: that is, always in the process of 

becoming-otherwise. Referencing the chapter ‘1730: Becoming-intense, becoming 

animal’ in A Thousand Plateaus, Bonta and Protevi (2004) usefully explain 

‘BECOMING [devenir]’ as ‘the production of a new assemblage (257-8); a “non-

symmetrical double deterritorialisation” (307); the entry into a “symbiosis” in which 

what is real is “the becoming itself, the block of becoming, not the supposedly fixed 

terms through which that which becomes passes” (238)’ (Bonta and Protevi 2004, p. 

59). There is a clear relation between the rhizome, the multiplicity, the assemblage, the 

line of flight, and ‘becoming-…’. My deployment of the concept of ‘becoming-…’ 

throughout this dissertation rests on the recognition that if, as Deleuze and Guattari 

insist, the function of philosophy is to produce concepts and the function of a concept is 

to produce knowledge about an event, then the concepts or conceptual tools we use 

should not be separated from the event: notions of ‘becoming-…’ enable me to 

demonstrate how assemblages can produce productive emergent associations, or fresh 

creative knowledge. ‘The assemblage’ can never be a theoretical framework in the sense 

of a vessel or a container whose heterogeneous component parts work with each other, 
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harmoniously. On the contrary, assemblages, lines of flight, becomings and events, need 

to be conceptualised and contextualised as elements in a volatile, mobile, relational 

multiplicity which is always in the process of making further multiplicities.  

In the context of multiplicities, ideas about difference necessarily comes into play.25 

Keith Ansell Pearson acknowledges the practical importance of difference to Deleuze’s 

work in giving his edited volume the title, Deleuze and Philosophy: The Difference 

Engineer (1997). This is a useful way to think about how Deleuze (and Guattari) utilise 

difference to activate thought, to produce thought that is ‘moving always outside, 

thought opening out…’ (Ansell Pearson 1997, p. 1). Colebrook offers the perspective 

that ‘[d]ifference is so important to Deleuze because he believes that western thought 

has been dominated by the privileging of identity over difference, a privilege that has 

political, aesthetic and ethical consequences’ (2002, p. 86).  

I want to elaborate on why positive difference matters for Deleuze and Guattari in 

practice – in how we do thinking – and thus for how I have worked in this project. 

Difference and Repetition begins with a chapter titled ‘Difference in Itself’ (1994, p. 

28), in which Deleuze writes about difference as ‘intrinsic’ to itself, explaining that:  

The difference “between” two things is only empirical, and the 
corresponding determinations are only extrinsic. However, instead of 
something distinguished from something else, imagine something 
which distinguishes itself – and yet that from which it distinguishes 
itself does not distinguish itself from it. Lightning, for example, 
distinguishes itself from the black sky but must also trail it behind, as 
though it were distinguishing itself from that which does not 
distinguish itself from it. (1994, p. 28)  

When humans use difference to compare two things, what results is superficial and fails 

to acknowledge some of the intrinsic and congealed points of distinction in objects, 

affects, concepts, events themselves. Such comparison produces what Deleuze calls 

‘monstrous’, ‘cruel’ difference – difference that inevitably excludes difference in the 

interests of producing ‘the One’ (in the Platonists’ sense). That is, it is us who ‘make the 

difference’ (1994, p. 28) and we do so, as I discussed earlier, by reducing difference to 

                                                
25 Difference, as a concept and in the form of ‘theories of difference’ or ‘difference theory’, has been very 
widely discussed by contemporary cultural and social theorists and philosophers, among whom there is a 
great deal of divergence as well as agreement. While I have been influenced in many respects by various 
approaches to the notion of difference developed in relation to language and questions of ‘Being’; in 
feminist and queer theory; and in terms of cultural diversity and post-coloniality, in this dissertation I 
largely use the concept as explored by Deleuze, (notably in Difference and Repetition, 1968/1994) and by 
scholars working with and through Deleuze’s thinking. 
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either/or. Perhaps if, instead, we think in terms of making a difference, we are more 

likely to utilise differential processes: ‘Ideas contain all the varieties of differential 

relations and all the distribution of singular points coexisting in diverse orders 

“perpiclated” in one another’ (Deleuze, 1994 p. 206). This is another way of rendering 

Deleuze and Guattari’s principle of ‘inclusive disjunction’, which I mentioned earlier 

and which precisely captures ‘differential relations’ in that the expression of difference 

becomes a matter of and…and…and... 

During my research, I began to understand that just as ‘making multiplicities’ gives rise 

to difference as an idea that can exist by and for itself and be worked with as such, so 

too does an approach to difference as inclusive disjunction – working with and … and 

… and ... – potentially produce a multiplicity of existences, experiences, memories, 

narratives. These are differentiated from each other through their intrinsic qualities as 

well as how those qualities enable them to make rhizomic connections with other 

differences, as part of an assemblage which in turn connects to other assemblages (and 

… and … and …). For Deleuze what matters, finally, is ‘difference-in-itself’.  

Thinking very actively about difference has been crucial to the methodological, 

personal, experiential and ontological approach I took to the boipara as a space and to 

the spatial movements that take place within it, and between it and the rest of the city. 

Ansell Pearson remarks:  

The “and” conjoins but never innocently or romantically. So much at 
stake. (1997, p. 1).  

My developing understanding of what was ‘at stake’ for my project strongly informed 

how I have structured and written my ‘thesis’, which is not so much an argument as an 

expression of the flows and entanglements arising from my memories, lived 

experiences, observations, encounters and conversations, brought together with more 

obviously ‘conventional’ but just as potentially entangled interview transcriptions, 

random and considered field notes, and scholarly reading. We have seen that rhizomes 

and assemblages generate from the ‘in-between’, the milieu, the middle: this project has 

been no exception. The outcome is itself an assemblage, which, like all assemblages, 

remains open to further connections, to generating other interactions and insights, to 

becoming-otherwise. After something of a struggle with my characteristically ‘Anglo-

Indian’ training in particularly formal and conventional modes of scholarly expression 
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in English, I have been able to let the project generate as it would, resisting linearity and 

a neat ‘conclusion’. 

One key mode of working with a concept of assemblage is ‘to understand assembling as 

a process of “co-functioning” whereby heterogeneous elements come together in a non-

homogeneous grouping’ (Anderson 2011, p. 125). The outcomes of this project in its 

multiple engagements with the heterogeneous socio-cultural-spatial arrangements of the 

boipara, College Street and the city of Calcutta, have included for me questions 

regarding what this assemblage, any assemblage, can do. How do I enable a working 

urban precinct to unfold as a site of knowledge-production? How does an assemblage 

become creative? How do its stories emerge? How can my work render it more open to 

expressing the eventness of its past without pinning it down through chronological 

history and linear structure? And how do I allow its present to ‘come to life’ without 

simply describing it with my gloss on what I think that present is or should be? How do 

I render illegibility legible yet avoid the ways of thinking and of doing scholarly work 

that I want to escape – ways that would pin the space down, describe and define it in a 

certain way? In short, how does the project not collapse into ethnographic 

representations and analyses that render the boipara as a place without movement and 

intensities, without ongoing metamorphoses, transformations, rhizomatics and 

multiplicities?  

These challenges are most readily addressed by remembering Anderson’s insight into 

process. The assemblage I am writing about is not there as ‘the College Street 

assemblage’ or ‘the boipara assemblage’: it is all the time assembling its ‘heterogenous 

elements’, disassembling and reassembling in new ways as it makes connections to new 

elements. It will never settle as anything ‘homogenous’, even should one try to stabilise 

it in such a way, materially or representationally. Its continual mobility will ensure its 

continuing non-homogeneity. There are times when I have written about the assemblage 

as telling its own stories, unfolding under the influence of its own momentum and 

intensities, but I do appreciate that it takes me to notice myself producing it as it is 

producing itself and producing me. We need to work with, not against, multiple 

movements. 

In order to escape habits of thought and expression that lead to ‘tracing’, fixity, closure, 

god’s-eye-view representations and deterministic analyses which invariably result in 

exclusionary practices that can actually seem ‘normal’,  the heterogeneous elements, 
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affects, vectors, flows, dimensions, ‘directions in motion’ of any assemblage, including 

its actual and potential connections with other assemblages, need to be understood in 

terms of differential capabilities. That way we can at least make a start on grasping how 

a space can create; how an assemblage produces multiplicities; what its productivity 

enables us to understand about spatiality; and how important it is to remember that 

spaces and those who engage with them are always becoming-otherwise. 

Despite the fact that assemblage thinking has been useful in my explorations of the 

boipara, there were nevertheless two ways in which I found the use of assemblage to be 

somewhat limiting.  First, one of the primary conditions of the functioning of an 

assemblage is that it focusses on the idea of arrangement or a sense of the coming 

together and interacting of varied parts, at a given point of time. These component parts 

of the assemblage continually interact with each other to produce newer, different 

narratives and experiential trajectories. The advantage of working with a concept is that 

it makes way for an infinite number of connections and possibilities. However, as 

McFarlane and Anderson note, ‘the risk is that literally anything comes to be described 

as “an” assemblage’ (2011, p. 125). This isn’t necessarily a problem as long as we can 

be reflexive in relation to the fact that assemblage as a verb is never replaced by the 

assemblage as a noun. In the case of the boipara, the assemblage as a concept became 

crucial to my study not because it was easy to apply the characteristics of the 

assemblage to the space. Rather, the numerous connections that the different parts of the 

boipara were making were in fact assemblages themselves. In other words, in this 

thesis, I have tried to unfold how multiple assemblages, both actual and conceptual, 

were being formed through the spatial movements of the boipara. This tension was also 

felt during the writing stages of the thesis. In making decisions about the form and 

structure of the thesis, I had to be careful about not designing my chapters in a way that 

gave primacy to the idea of the assemblage as noun (a framework). Rather, each of the 

chapters can be thought of assemblages themselves, an approach which does not require 

an orderly read. This led me to believe that apart from being useful in thinking about the 

boipara and its movements, the assemblage as a concept had an important role to play in 

terms of presentational and methodological choices. However, this was conditional on 

my reflexivity in using the assemblage in a way that was useful to the project. 
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Second, as McFarlane and Anderson (2011, p. 126) further note, assemblages have 

proven to be productive in thinking about ‘a wide range of contexts’ because of the 

‘manipulability’ of the concept. While this proves to be a liberating quality of the 

assemblage as a concept both practically and theoretically, it presses the need to be 

aware of the fact that the varied and infinite number of connections that the manipulated 

versions of assemblages produce are often ‘provisional’ (2011, p. 125). In other words, 

these interactions are frequently subject to change at any given point of time. While this 

was not exactly a problem for me, it does raise concerns about the practical ways in 

which the number of these versions can be accounted for or realised. It is why I have 

stressed in my work that this thesis does not have a beginning and an end. I believe that 

in the future I could write an account of my experiences of the boipara that would bear 

no similarity to this account and frankly, the prospect of this happening is exciting to 

me. However, there is no denying that there might be some practical limitations to such 

a prospect. Additionally, while within some disciplines the legitimacy of multiple 

versions of the same experience would raise empirical concerns; this would only be the 

case if we were to focus on the legitimacy of ‘data’ through the process of analysis. This 

is why I have consciously focussed on ideas like ‘unfolding’ and ‘sense-making’ in my 

work. 

Non-representational theory 
I see my work as becoming-thought-practice, in which the unfolding of the everyday is 

like an event. I have therefore come to understand my research ‘methodology’ as a 

matter of mobile thought-practice. Having several times stressed my resistance to the 

‘application of theory’ as a research practice, including the application of working 

concepts that I borrow from Deleuze and Guattari, I offer mobile thought-practice as a 

way of approaching research otherwise.  

While I am doubtless open to the charge of being one of those (often frowned-upon) 

scholarly ‘magpies’ who collects concepts and processes from many sources, it’s not 

simply a matter of picking up whatever falls into my overly curious purview. A more 

helpful avian comparison would be various bowerbirds, cousins of stage makers – 

which Deleuze and Guattari draw upon in A Thousand Plateaus, especially in relation to 

territoriality, expression, art and the refrain (see, for example, p. 315). With regard to 

my collecting of concepts and practices, I am drawn to the Australian satin bower bird, 

common in bushland and gardens of eastern Australia from the subtopics to temperate 
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zones. The beautifully iridescent black male builds an intricate bower with concave, 

inward-curving walls woven out of grass stems and small twigs, open at either end and 

overhead. This forms a stage on which he dances and sings in order to attract females, 

who fly into the bower to mate. The nests are elsewhere, built and maintained by the 

greeny-brown plumaged females, whose eyes are also blue. The male meticulously 

tidies the floor between the bower walls and the ‘apron’ or landing ground at the front 

of the alley, ridding it of all distracting or extraneous material, then decorates the whole 

floor with blue things, all in exactly the same hue as his extraordinary blue eyes. What 

matters here is that while he only collects blue things, providing they are the right shade 

they can be any blue thing. Satin bower birds are gregarious, polygamous/polyandrous 

birds, who quickly get used to people. Gardeners, farmers and regular bushwalkers can 

relatively easily follow males and/or their songs to their bowers, which are strategically 

placed under overhanging trees and shrubs that provide cover from predatory birds, but 

most importantly offer sufficient perches for an often-sizeable audience of females (and 

juvenile males learning the art/s of adult male courtship).  

In any bower, you will see a regularly changing arrangement that might include the 

glorious blue feathers of male crimson rosellas and eastern rosellas, and all kinds of 

blue flowers from native plants and imported garden plants, and blue native fruits. 

However, it is just as likely that there will be blue pegs, blue plastic bottle tops, parts of 

children’s toys, Lego blocks, a kitchen scourer, the blue binding strips that secure 

bundles of new garden stakes and building timbers... Humans deliberately put out blue 

things for a resident male to find so that they can enjoy seeing what he does with them.  

The bower bird’s curation is about colour, shape, connection, line, proximity and space, 

not about some kind of ‘natural’ aura or authenticity. The blue-thing display is most 

definitely not based on habit: it is a carefully considered, dynamic creative practice that 

is constantly open to change and movement. One male often maintains two or three 

bowers in different places in the same quarter of a hectare of territory, refreshing, 

renewing and rearranging his collections daily and even several times a day throughout 

several months of breeding season. This is partly because males from adjoining 

territories steal particularly desirable blue objects from each other’s bowers, but largely 

because the freshness of the array is as important to the overall 

impression/aesthetic/appeal as the kinds or numbers of objects.26 I’ve taken this long 

                                                
26 I’m grateful to my supervisor, Patricia Wise, a rural resident for many years, for her amateur 
ornithological expertise and long-term observational knowledge of satin bower  birds.  
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detour into the intersections between the bower birds, space, things and people because 

it points to how there is nothing haphazard or habitual about my collecting, nor about 

how I deploy the concepts and practices I collect. There is a common thread between 

the scholars who have had a strong influence in/on my work: all of them, in their own 

distinctive ways, rearrange ideas; raise questions in order to disturb established habits of 

thought and conventional approaches to undertaking scholarly research; resist habitual 

thinking practices and try to keep their own thinking and writing fresh. They push 

boundaries and create a sense of movement that makes openings and produces 

opportunities for changed understandings and modes of practice. 

Nigel Thrift’s work on non-representational theory has contributed substantially to how 

I think about the relationships between theory, methods and practice. Despite the fact 

that he critiques Deleuze and certain social scientists who he sees as over-reliant on 

Deleuze’s work (2008, p. 18),27 he also acknowledges the significance of the kinds of 

approaches I have outlined: 

So far as I’m concerned, social scientists are there to hear the world 
and to make sure that it can speak back as much as they are there to 
produce wild ideas – and then out of this interaction they may be able 
to produce something that is itself equally new. But they must share 
with philosophers like Deleuze one ambition at least and that is to 
render the world problematic by elaborating questions. (2008, p. 18) 

As a non-philosopher and non-social-scientist deploying ideas from cultural theorists, 

philosophers, social scientists, cultural geographers and urban theorists, I feel a need to 

comment: ‘precisely!’  

In ‘Life, but not as we know it’, the opening chapter of Non-Representational Theory: 

Space | politics | affect (2008) Thrift, drawing on John Law (2005), stresses the 

methodological importance of designing practices ‘which are compelled by their own 

demonstrations and therefore leave room for values like messiness and operators like 

the mistake, the stumble and the stutter’ (Law in Thrift 2008, p. 18). I have come 

                                                
27 Thrift remarks that although he makes use of a range of ideas of from Deleuze, there are ‘elements of 
Deleuze’s work I remain out of sorts with’. He expresses his distrust of how Deleuze has been taken up 
‘in some quarters’ to such an extent as to produce ‘a makeover that sometimes seems to resemble a 
religious conversion’ and worries that ‘modern social science stands in a kind of subordinate relationship 
to a set of themes from Western philosophy’. He has used as ‘philosophical’ examples such as Deleuze, 
Foucault and Agamben. In fact, Deleuze and Guattari definitely did not position themselves as working 
with a ‘set of themes’ from ‘Western philosophy’, any more than Foucault or Agamben. All of them 
meant to disturb those traditions, something that Thrift himself does, and eventually acknowledges that 
they do. 
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greatly to value the mess, mistakes and stuttering28 that have marked my 

methodological processes, my experiments with expressing things differently, and how 

I have come to think about my work. I agree with Thrift that we must forgo ‘fetishizing 

the values of methodological rigour’ (2008, p. 18) which inevitably limits the possibility 

of implementing research processes that produce fresh ideas. How Thrift undertakes 

much of his work, especially in Non-Representational Theory (2008)29 has strongly 

informed my methodological design,30providing a particularly useful starting point and 

ongoing reassurance for me in becoming comfortable with a combination of methods 

intended to liberate my engagements with the space of the boipara in ways that liberate 

the space itself: ‘to make sure that it can speak back’.  

Early in this chapter I observed that I have engaged with ‘the ways in which the boipara 

seemed to open itself to my thinking about its spatiality’, which has involved engaging 

with its ‘intensities’ and ‘forces’ (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010 p.1). In navigating the 

textures of Calcutta in general and the boipara specifically, however informally or 

purposefully, one encounters many different affective resonances. My encounters 

encouraged me to develop an approach to ‘method’ that verges on ‘anti-method’; that 

proved variable and flexible enough to enable me to acknowledge and respond to the 

production of these resonances and to do so with sensitivity to the space and those who 

use it as well as the implications of my interventions in it.31 In the same way as I have 

deployed concepts rather than ‘applied’ them, I have worked with Thrift’s ‘non-

representational theory’ to help me work with method. That is, his ‘theory’ has not 

provided me with a ‘theoretical framework’ but with the open, flexible and multiple 

methodological processes that I have come to think of as a mobile thought-practice.  

Thrift recognises that engagement with movement is central to any engagement with 

human life. His book is: 

 …based on the leitmotif of movement in its many forms. Thus, to 
begin with, it would be possible argue that human life is based on and 

                                                
28 Stuttering is a familiar term from Deleuze and Guattari, particularly but not solely in relation to making 
language ‘stutter’. 
29 Developed in a series of Thrift’s articles and books during the 1990s, a number of which are revised 
and collected in the 2008 volume, along with new work. 
30 In the next chapter I discuss the research approaches I deployed in my fieldwork, in particular how a 
sense of conversation played out between those approaches, which is in turn reflected in the data and how 
I have used it.  
31 It may be important to mention here that my fieldwork required preparation. In a space that is so 
intricately interwoven with the continual interaction of its elements, it would be quite invasive (and 
practically violent) to design a research methodology without any empathetic, sensorial and affective 
responses to the movements that comprise the space.  
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in movement. Indeed, it might be argued that it is the human capacity 
for such complex movements and the accompanying evolution of 
movement as an enhanced attractor that has produced the reason for 
much of our rhizomatic, acentred brain. Then, movement captures the 
animic flux of life and especially an ontogenesis which undoes a 
dependence on the preformed subject; “every creature as it ‘issues 
forth’ and trails behind, moves in its characteristic way” (Ingold 2006: 
15). Then again, movement captures the joy – I will not say simple – 
of living as a succession of luminous and mundane instants … we can 
think of the leitmotif of movement as a desire for presence which 
escapes a consciousness-centred core of self-reference… (2008, p.5) 

Having thus positioned non-representational theory firmly in the terrain of movement, 

life and the ontogenic subject liberated from what it should be, he offers ‘seven of its 

main tenets’.32  

Most importantly for my work, ‘non-representational theory tries to capture the 

“onflow”, as Ralph Pred (2005) calls it, of everyday life’, following ‘the anti-

substantialist ambition of philosophies of becoming and philosophies of vitalist intuition 

equally – and their constant war on frozen states’ (Thrift 2008, p. 5). In taking this 

approach, Thrift positions himself as ‘faithful to a radical empiricism that differs – 

radically – from a sense perception or observation-based empiricism’ (2008, p. 5). In a 

number of ways, I have shaped my research question and the concepts that I draw on to 

answer it from a sense of experience that is not based on ‘sense perception’ or 

‘observation-based empiricism’ but acknowledges the immediacy of becoming-

(whatever). For Thrift the pre-cognitive must be accounted for as comprising 

‘something more than an addendum to the cognitive’ (2008, p. 6). He notes that 

consciousness can be thought of as an ‘emergent derivative’ of unconsciousness that is 

comprised of a complex network of ‘bodies and things which, knitted together as 

routinized environments, enable a range of different technologies for more thinking to 

be constructed’ (ibid.). However, it is the pre-cognitive that prepares our imagination to 

play33 in these complex networks. This resonated for me with how I set out to stress that 

the everydayness of the boipara nevertheless verges on the mythical. The ecology of 

this space that thrives on the play of memory and nostalgia often operates in the ways 

that Thrift describes as pre-cognitive. Thus, encountering the unfolding of the everyday 

of this space demands that we take account not only of the great mass of humans who 
                                                
32 I have not used all seven of these in my thesis and neither do I intend to deal with these in depth here. I 
come back to Thrift at other points in relation to how his ideas have been useful to my discussion.  
33 Thrift understands play as ‘a perpetual human activity with immense affective significance, by no 
means confined to just early childhood, in which basic ethical dilemmas (such as fairness) are worked 
through in ways which are both performative and theoretical’ (2008, p.7). 
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work and study in it and pass through it on a daily basis, but of its material and affective 

composition, which is as unstable, messy and mobile as the movements of people.  

Thrift further stresses that ‘non-representational theory is resolutely anti-biographical 

and pre-individual. It trades in modes of perception which are not subject-based’ (2008 

p.7). He uses it to strip off all the privileges of the idea of the subject, instead focussing 

on what he calls the practice of  ‘a material schematism in which the world is made up 

of all kinds of things brought in to relation with one another by many and various 

spaces through a continuous and largely involuntary process of encounter…’ (2008, 

p.8). This idea decentres spaces, resisting any form of hierarchy and bringing all bodies, 

objects, subjects and things in any space continually into relation with one another. 

Alongside Deleuze and Guattari’s approaches to assemblage, Thrift’s practice of ‘a 

‘material schematism’ helped me to notice the multiple interactions between all the 

parts and participants of the boipara. It is not as if some components are in the 

foreground, while the rest are in the background. Each and every component is unique 

in its contribution to the unfolding of the boipara.  

For Thrift non-representational theory,  

…concentrates, therefore, on practices, understood as material bodies 
of work or styles that have gained enough stability over time, through, 
for example, the establishment of corporeal routines and specialized 
devices, to reproduce themselves (Vendler 1995). In particular these 
bodies’ stability is a result of schooling in these practices... (2008, p. 
8) 

However, while practices produce a sense of stability for those who need stability, it is 

also the case that practices are themselves the only stable feature of a scenario marked 

entirely by volatility: 

These material bodies are continually being rewritten as unusual 
circumstances arise, and new bodies are continually making an 
entrance but, if we are looking for something that approximates to a 
stable feature of a world that is continually in meltdown, that is 
continually bringing forth new hybrids, then I take the practice to be 
it. Practices are productive concatenations that have been constructed 
out of all manner of resources and which provide the basic 
intelligibility of the world: they are not therefore properties of actors 
but of the practices themselves (Schatzki 2002). Actions presuppose 
practices and not vice versa. (Thrift 2008, p. 8) 
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For my work in College Street there is little that is more obvious than the daily habits 

and practices of the students, the food vendors, the stall holders and their customers, 

those who frequent the coffee house and those who work in the formal bookshops. 

There is no doubt that this imbues the space with a sense of continuity with the past, in 

the forms of both nostalgia and radical histories. I am grateful to Thrift for his particular 

take on the importance of practice because it functions as a reminder that a space such 

as the boipara is, in fact, a kind of spatial, material and human exercise in bricolage – 

‘constructed out of all manner of resources’.  

In human terms, how these practices and interactions render the world ‘intelligible’ 

must vary for everyone but all of their ways of finding intelligibility contribute to the 

redolences of history, myth and memory with which the place is imbued by those who 

use it. Indeed, recourse to the qualities of history, myth and memory has itself become a 

practice for the citizens of Calcutta in relation to College Street and the boipara.  

At the same time, the ‘resolutely anti-biographical and pre-individual’ (2008, p. 7) 

forms of thinking proposed by Thrift also open out to the presence of things, which play 

an essential role as resources in the construction of practices. He stresses that ‘the 

constitution of non-representational theory has always given equal weight to the vast 

spillage of things’ (2008, p. 9). Due to previous encounters with the works of Bill 

Brown, Jonathan Lamb and Jane Bennett, early in this project I recognised the 

importance of acknowledging and investigating the ubiquitous presence and play of 

things in how the spatial movements of the boipara take place. My reading of Thrift 

reinforced this through his emphasis on things as active participants in the practices that 

make the space what it is. Consequently, my spatial engagements notice how things 

become a part of assemblages; how they can be active binding agents in the production 

of the ‘messy illegibility’ of urban space discussed earlier in relation to Highmore’s 

project to ‘make legible the effects and affects of illegibility’ (2005, p. 7).  

While there have been a range of developments in the literature on the independent life 

and presence of things in our socio-cultural consciousness,34 Thrift takes the discussion 

                                                
34 I continue to be influenced by Bill Brown, Jonathan Lamb and Jane Bennett but I am also aware of the 
growing scholarly awareness of the need for a line of thought that enables objects to become something 
more – that is, to activate them as things. As Alex Preda observes, ‘social order cannot be conceived 
exclusively as a web of intersubjective relationships’. We must also ‘discuss the methodological and 
ontological implications of treating artefacts as active social entities, arguing for their general theoretical 
relevance with respect to the ways we conceive the constitution of society’ (1999, p. 347).  
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further in refusing to separate or create hierarches between bodies as subjects, and 

things:  

…I want to see things as having one more disposition. That is, the 
way in which the human body interacts with other things. I do not 
want to count the body as separate from the thing world. Indeed, I 
think it could be argued that the human body is what it is because of 
its unparalleled ability to co-evolve with things, taking them in and 
adding them to different parts of the biological body to produce 
something which, if we could but see it, would resemble a constantly 
evolving distribution of different hybrids with difference reaches. 
(Thrift 2008, p.10) 

This affirmed my conviction that the human and material must not be studied separately 

from each other. The strikingly ordered clutter of the boipara’s book stalls and the 

shared practices of ramshackle building materials, benches, tea urns and so on only 

intensifies the distinctiveness of each stall and each stallholder. These few observations, 

not to mention the extraordinary sense of a mad excess of thingness – the ‘spillage’ of 

materiality of every kind across the whole precinct – call out for recognition of the lives 

of things being completely implicated in the lives, histories and memories of bodies. 

Early in this dissertation my narrative about the role of books in the life of my family 

underscores that the book is always already something other than an object and goes on 

becoming-other. It takes on some of the qualities of subjectivity, entering into relations 

with readers, suggesting relations between writers and readers, and, in the case of 

second-hand books from the boipara, bringing readers into relation with other readers 

by taking on the aspect of palimpsests through flyleaf inscriptions, underscorings, 

marginal notes and other forms of scholia. In addition to the toing and froing of books 

between the boipara and our house, these characteristics highlight ‘things as having one 

more disposition’. In fact, they acquire many dispositions. 

Thrift writes, ‘non-representational theory is experimental’: 

 …I want to pull the energy of the performing arts into the social 
sciences in order to make it easier to “crawl out to the edge of the cliff 
of the conceptual” (Vendler 1995:79). To see what will happen. To let 
the event sing to you. (2008, p. 12) 

In relation to Deleuze and Guattari, I have remarked that for me the unfolding of the 

everyday in the boipara is an event. If we are to ‘let the event sing’, Thrift suggests that 

in the research methods we use we need to implement the creative vigour and capacity 
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to renew themselves demonstrated by the performing arts. Since the boipara continually 

functions through the event-ual, the research methods used to study a space of this kind 

must be experimental – like the ever-shifting curatorial practice of the satin bower bird, 

perhaps, as much as like radical theatre, contemporary circus, dance, film or music.  

All of Thrift’s ‘tenets of non-representational theory’ have contributed to my work on 

space and spatiality by encouraging me to have confidence in my conviction that I 

needed methodological approaches/research practices that could deal with complexity, 

relationality and multiplicity. His work helped me to concentrate on discovering the 

kinds of practical tools and processes that might serve me best in dealing with the socio-

spatial movements of the boipara while maintaining the capacity for ongoing reflexivity 

and creative renewal of my deployment of those same tools.  

In The Affect Theory Reader Seigworth and Gregg write that:  

Affect arises in the midst of in-between-ness: in the capacities to act 
and be acted upon. Affect is an impingement or extrusion of a 
momentary or sometimes more sustained state of relation as well as 
the passage (and the duration of passage) of forces or intensities. That 
is, affect is found in those intensities that pass body to body (human, 
nonhuman, part-body, and otherwise), in those resonances that 
circulate about, between, and sometimes stick to bodies and world, 
and in the very passages or variations between these intensities and 
resonances themselves. Affect, at its most anthropomorphic, is the 
name we give to those forces – visceral forces beneath, alongside, or 
generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond 
emotion – that can serve to drive us towards movement, towards 
thought and extension, that can likewise suspend us (as if in neutral) 
across a barely registering accretion of force relations, or that can even 
leave us overwhelmed by the world’s apparent intractability. Indeed, 
affect is persistent proof of a body’s never less than ongoing 
immersion in and among the world’s obstinacies and rhythms, its 
refusals as much as its invitations. (2010, p. 1) 

Seigworth and Gregg’s work has been useful in several ways, in particular in relation to 

the in-between and to how affect can be considered in terms of ‘force or forces of 

encounter’ (2010, p. 2). In the context of the interactions on which I focus in the 

boipara, the circulation of affective intensities, sometimes sticking to bodies, sometimes 

moving through and in-between the surfaces and relations of human and non-human 

component parts, become vital in the production of the imagined and lived narratives of 

the space. In relation to his sixth tenet, Thrift writes, ‘I want to get in touch with the full 

range of registers of thought by stressing affect and sensation’ (2008, p. 12). Affect and 
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sensations have been particularly important to my project in ways that go well beyond 

methodological considerations. They appear and reappear in my conceptual 

engagements with Deleuze and Guattari, and with many other scholars, just as they 

appear and reappear in my spatial engagements with College Street. What excites me 

most is that once we are able to realise the primacy and effectivity that affect holds in 

everyday spatial unfolding(s), while at the same time being completely autonomous, we 

are freed from concepts of authenticity and adherence. We realise that there is no 

cultural, political or social ‘truth’ to our individual activities, there are only honest 

responses to affect. Questions of subject, subjective narrativity, or rather the question of 

who speaks for the space, become redundant.  

Throughout this project I pay considerable attention to what Thrift refers to as ‘the 

geography of what happens’ (2008, p. 2) while also highlighting that what happens is 

necessarily inseparable from what is felt. In the opening sentences of ‘Spatialities of 

feeling,’ Chapter Eight of Non-Representational Theory, Thrift captures the indissoluble 

nature of relations between affects and events: 

Cities can be seen as roiling maelstroms of affect. Particular affects 
like anger, fear, happiness and joy are continually on the boil, rising 
here, subsiding there, and these affects continually manifest 
themselves in events which can take place either at a grand scale or 
simply as part of continuing everyday life. (2008, p. 171) 

In talking about the College Street precinct, people who regularly use it tend to produce 

a double movement in relation to how events-and-affects manifested in the past and/or 

currently manifest. That is, they habitually refer to their feelings about their everyday 

experience of the space and their feelings are expressed in close relationship with 

historical and personal memories of grand – or at the very least significant – events in 

the social, cultural and political history of Calcutta, indeed often of the nation. From a 

very early stage in my work, these particularly frequent conversational collisions of 

feelings with personal and historical memories and stories about the boipara and about 

College Street more generally struck me as important – not only for how I would 

understand the outcomes of my fieldwork but also in relation to how my own memories 

regularly surfaced and collided with what I was hearing from my participants; what I 

had heard and/or read about history; and how my conversations with my family 

characteristically develop. It became a key aim of my literature research to discover 

ways to address these seemingly inevitable interactions between affect and event and 

time and place. 
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 Thrift goes on to notice that: 

Given the utter ubiquity of affect as a vital element of cities, its 
shading of almost every urban activity with different hues that we all 
recognize, you would think that the affective register would form a 
large part of the study of cities – but you would be wrong. Though 
affect continually figures in many accounts it is usually off to the side. 
There are a few honourable exceptions, of course. Walter Benjamin’s 
identification of the emotional immediacy of Nazi rallies comes to 
mind. So does Richard Sennett’s summoning of troubled urban bodies 
in Flesh and Stone (1994). But, generally speaking, to read about 
affect in cities it is necessary to resort to the pages of novels, and the 
tracklines of poems. (Thrift 2008, p. 171) 35 

This gap in the literature regarding affect, and interactions between affect and event, is 

initially presented as a problem. Even so, Foucault, and Deleuze and Guattari who 

returned to Spinoza, James and Whitehead, drew attention to affect from the 1960s and 

1970s on. Scholars such as Massumi, Massey and numbers of feminist theorists 

(notably Probyn, Grosz, Haraway and Butler) along with Thrift himself, have built a 

considerable body of work involving affect and embodiment, either centrally or, as 

Thrift puts it, ‘to the side’. This has impelled further work and as a consequence, there 

has been a marked increase in the proportion of urban scholars, cultural geographers 

and sociologists acknowledging and working with the consistent and persistent presence 

of affective intensities as characteristic of the life of cities36.  

I have, though, continued to address an affective gap by concentrating not only on 

whether affect is significant but on how it is, and how it forms productive relations in a 

range of inclusive conjunctions with events. This has led me to stress how affect-as-

event and event-as-affect can be utilised as mobile thought-practice in my research 

processes. While recent work in cultural geography invites us to consider various 

possible equations, equivalences and intersections between space and affect (see for 

example Lorimer, 2005, 2008; Whatmore, 2006; Pile, 2010; Bissell, 2014; Jensen, 

2014; Merriman, 2018; Adey and Cresswell, 2018) it has been a major interest of my 
                                                
35 I would add that the relations of event-as-affect and affect-as-event are absolutely crucial to the success 
of a number of classic cinematic treatments of cities – from the earliest days with Fritz Lang’s Metropolis 
and Chaplin’s many expressions of the depersonalisation characteristic of modernity, to Frank Capra’s Mr 
Smith Goes to Washington and the opening scenes in It’s a Wonderful Life; Hitchcock’s Rear Window 
and Tarkovsky’s Mirror; Wim Wenders’ extraordinary Wings of Desire; and the dystopian urban futures 
of A Clockwork Orange or Bladerunner. (Thrift turns to affect and film a little later in Non-
Representational Theory – see p. 195, for example). 
36 Certainly, the different ways in which Massumi, Manning, Stewart, Gregg, Seigworth and Probyn have 
approached affect have contributed a great deal to my own understanding, and strongly influenced how I 
understand affect as a key factor in the spatial movements of the boipara.  
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project to reflect on emergences that take place around the notions of affect and event 

when my work knowingly activates multiple tensions between several research 

practices to make multiplicities in the spatial field of the boipara. 

There are many more scholars whose concepts, ideas and processes I draw upon 

throughout this work but to enumerate them would simply pre-empt how I work with 

them later. Here I have concentrated on outlining the sources of a range of conceptual 

tools that I have worked with in my spatial engagements with College Street and the 

boipara. For me there is little that is conceptually finished or complete in this chapter or 

in the dissertation as a whole. In Massey’s words, it gestures towards the ‘stories so far’ 

(2005, p. 8) that have come to inform this work in multiple ways on multiple strata.  
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CHAPTER THREE: Mobile Thought Practice 

 
Thought does not reflect the real. It is real. 

       Brian Massumi 2002, p. xxxii 

The field happens to me…  

Day One: Observational and reflective notes, and encounters, early July, 2016. 

It is day one of my fieldwork. I am equipped with my notes diary, questionnaire and 

photographs. I have also made contacts and appointments with a group of book stall 

owners and a few other friends from my university days in Calcutta who have agreed to 

meet me at the coffee house37 in the afternoon. I think I am ‘prepared’. I have always 

found preparing for a fieldtrip to be utterly confusing and uncontrollable. Especially in 

this case because I have already experienced the boipara so many times. Here is the 

dilemma that is bothering me, while I am walking towards College Street: how do I 

approach a space that I know and have been a part of from a sense of objectivity that is 

‘essential’ for fieldwork? In other words, how do I observe, study and collect data from 

a place that I’m so familiar with? At the same time, just because I think I know and have 

experienced the space multiple times, am I then already imagining and hence taking for 

granted what might happen the next time? Also, amid all of this where does my 

preparation fit in? Today I have made a list of book stall and book store owners that I 

intend to interact with. Some of them I know through the personal time I spent in this 

space. Some others are going to be new as I have not known them. I will be walking 

along the footpaths, stopping by for a conversation as and when I see fit. Of course, this 

is how I have planned to approach my fieldwork sitting at my study desk at home. Now 

as I keep walking towards the boipara from the family home, my doubts about the 

successful execution of my plan keep increasing. I feel as if there are numerous 

questions and feelings that the field keeps posing as I physically near it.  

Some of them are affectual like: the excitement of coming back to this place after a long 

time, hanging out in the coffee house with my old university friends, spending time 

inside my own regular book stores. As the memories rush in, my pace of walking 

                                                
37 As mentioned earlier, the formal name of the coffee house in College Street is The Albert Hall. 
However, this name is hardly used within the everyday language. The place is always referred as ‘College 
Street’s coffee house’ or simply ‘coffee house’. As a result, I have chosen to call it ‘the coffee house’ 
throughout the thesis.  
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increasing, I remind myself, ‘you are on a fieldwork. You also must take notes and stick 

to the plan.’ This is the problem with preparation, it always expects you to have a plan 

and to adhere to it. However, walking along the footpaths towards College Street, 

observing and listening to the sounds and sights of the streets that lead up to the 

boipara, my plan already seems to change. Anyway, I’ll continue walking till I reach the 

boipara and see what happens.  

 As I cross the main road to enter the precinct of the boipara, I realise it has been nine 

months since I was last in India and visited the space. I start walking along the book 

stalls. It is around 11.00 in the morning. Some stalls have already begun business as 

usual, some stalls are still setting themselves up for the day. There are massive piles of 

books tied with ropes lying all around the footpath. A few customers have come to sell 

their own second-hand books to these stores. They are waiting for the stalls to be ready 

so that they can start showing their second-hand books and notes. 

Barely a few steps in, I am stopped by Debashsish da. Debashsish da owns Mukta 

BookMart – well that is what his book stall is called. He recognises me instantly and 

asks me to come inside his stall. I have been a regular of his book stall for almost three 

years now. I hesitate for a bit. I had planned on going to some other stall in the 

beginning. However, this is the first natural pause and I decide to go with the flow. We 

exchange pleasantries, he orders tea for me from the nearby shanty tea stall on the 

corner of the footpath. The tea seller Poltu, recognises me too; ‘ki didi bhalo to?’ which 

translates as ‘how are you, it’s been a long time!’. Quickly, not wanting to miss the 

opportunity, I tell him, ‘tomar shathe kotha ache, aschi ektu por’ (‘We need to have a 

chat, I am coming to your stall in a bit’). I realise that I have just made my second 

interview appointment with Poltu. He did feature in my list of people to interact with, 

but much later on my fieldwork.  

I return to Debashsish da’s stall. We begin our conversation. He asks me about my 

studies in Australia. He starts showing me his new collection of second-hand books that 

he has just got hold of. We talk about his business; he updates me about a few of my 

mates from university who are still in Calcutta and are still regular visitors to his stall. 

Fifteen minutes into the conversation, he points out that I look distracted. I tell him that 

I am actually doing my fieldwork in the boipara and I had a few questions prepared that 

I wanted to ask him. He laughs it off. He replies, ‘Why do you need questions? You 

know me, you know the place. Let me just tell you my stories and experiences. I find 
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questions to be interruptive. Plus is my relationship with you so formal that you need to 

ask me questions and only then I would let you know about the boipara?’ It is 

interesting to note that somehow, he relates questions and answers to a kind of 

formality that almost takes away from our intimate book buying-selling relationship. 

Excited, and filled with anticipation, I put my piece of paper back into my bag. I 

continue listening to him attentively. Thus my fieldwork begins at the boipara. I have 

not used anything I have prepared so far. I realise, although not in the way I had 

planned, I have begun to create my own trajectory of interactions for the day. So I 

continue to move as the boipara invites me.  

Working with/in the field 
This chapter is primarily concerned with the research methods I have used to read the 

spatiality of the boipara. The issues and questions I raise here have in many ways 

provided creative inspiration for how I have explored the boipara in my fieldwork and 

how I have written about it. 

As these first fieldwork encounters suggest, my experience of the boipara is complex, 

multilayered, ongoing and inescapably caught up in the intersections between what is 

known and what is unknown. Here I am particularly concerned with explaining how I 

developed and used my research methods, but also with the limitations I faced in 

implementing those methods, and the challenges I encountered in relation to writing 

from and with my fieldwork.  

My processes of methodological ‘design and implementation’ (terms which I have to 

regard as provisional given their reference to a space continually under construction) 

became caught up in the challenges thrown up by the kinds of approaches implied by 

certain methods. This had one very useful outcome. I soon realised that obstacles I 

confronted when thinking of the ‘how’ of my fieldwork often pushed me to think 

creatively in order to find a way around. My diary notes from the first day illustrate the 

extent to which, once I was ‘doing research’ in the space itself, my carefully planned 

methods quickly shifted directions, readjusted themselves and/or required rethinking. It 

is not that the complexities and specificities of the site had been overlooked in my initial 

methodological considerations, and I had long recognised the problematics of throwing 

some kind of preconceived methodological net over a research site. Thus, anticipating a 

range of challenges, I had allowed for the importance of mixed methods, flexibility, 

reflexivity and responsiveness. However, ‘the field’ almost immediately responded to 
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me in ways that I had not anticipated, despite my intimate insider knowledge of the 

research site. There was very little likelihood of productive outcomes from any ‘ready-

made’ approach to research design in this project. So it was that, instead of the kinds of 

questions that one routinely asks oneself in implementing reflexive approaches to 

methodological design, I needed to navigate towards more effective processes by asking 

myself more precise questions regarding how I might develop methods even more 

relevant to working in this unique site, and able to support my specific project of 

undertaking a spatialisation of it. 

 I agree with Tim Ingold that methodology should always be about ‘trying things out 

and seeing what happens’ (Ingold 2015, p. viii). My first day in the field had 

demonstrated that I was going to need to be continually thinking on my feet, literally, as 

I moved in and through the boipara. How I implemented my methods was going to vary 

from how I envisaged, even after rethinking, and I would have to be ready to be 

responsive to what my work threw up. 

Writing was, of necessity, my principal means of producing this thesis, but having 

recognised that the boipara was even more complex as a research site than I had 

imagined, I became concerned that writing carried with it a danger of ‘pinning things 

down’. I worried that in writing about the field I could lose the sense of the mobile, 

volatile and ongoing experience of being in the field. I have therefore understood my 

writing about the boipara as an extension of being there. In doing the writing that has 

been impelled by my experiences of moving through the boipara, by my planned and 

unplanned encounters with people, things, affects-and-events, I am in a sense entering 

into a process of ‘doing the boipara’. That is, I perform my experiences and 

conversations, my observations, scholarly reflections, connections, ideas and conceptual 

manoeuvres as if they are co-participants in the enterprise. 

Interdisciplinary theory-concepts-methods 
Methodological choices in recent research in cultural studies, cultural geography and 

studies of spatiality demonstrate an increasing recognition of the need to diversify 

approaches and deploy mixed methods in order to address the complex demands of 

interdisciplinary research. In their ‘Limited by imagination alone: research methods in 

cultural geographies’, Shaw, DeLyser and Crang observe:  
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…these are exciting times for cultural geography(ies), especially in 
the often-under-sung realm of methods: spurred by rapidly developing 
theoretical engagements and pursuit of creative opportunities, our 
research methods are now as varied as imaginations allow. Through 
challenges and innovations in methods, cultural geographies have 
flourished – cultural geographers have embraced not only a 
proliferation of tools and techniques, but profoundly also an active 
encouragement of diversity in the very ways we carry out our 
research, and an articulacy in how we talk and write about our 
research methods. (2015, p. 211)   

Responding to the need to challenge not only theoretical frameworks and ideas but also 

the methodological approaches that help us produce and develop them, we can 

recognise a shift in emphasis – in cultural geographies and other, allied studies of 

culture and society – according to which ‘objects of enquiry have become more fluid – 

focused more often on practiced, ongoing life than cultural artefacts – seeking less to 

tidily encapsulate things than to show how things always exceed their concepts, and 

how the world is inevitably messier than our theories of it’ (DeLyser et al. 2015, p. 

212). It has become increasingly necessary for researchers to acknowledge their 

responsibility to maintain an informed, active and self-reflexive intellectual engagement 

with a research context in which the interimplication of theoretical, conceptual and 

methodological frameworks is commonplace. Similarly, the humanities and social 

sciences recognise the frequent blurring of what might previously have been thought to 

be relatively clear lines between theory, concept and method, and the accompanying 

need to remain alert to how the dynamics are operating between these key elements in 

any research process. My primary focus is on thinking through the personal and the 

spatial and I do not classify my project within the boundaries of any single discipline. 

Rather, I use ideas from a range of fields as and when they are pertinent and useful to 

my processes. This interdisciplinarity allows me to think of my work as taking place, 

accordingly, in a liminal space, by which I mean an in-between that in various ways 

trails into and out of what is around it38. My approach to researching the boipara as a 

                                                
38 That is, I am not referring to ‘liminal’ as a relatively dramatic threshold moment, which is a common 
conception among, for example, people thinking about certain psychological states, rites of passage, 
initiations or mystical/shamanistic experiences. The notion of the threshold as used in architecture is 
perhaps more apt – where the threshold of the house functions as an everyday space between the street 
and the house, between public space and private space. However, the liminality to which I refer relates 
more to a biological, ecological, and geographical usage, in which the word evokes the ways in which 
different parts of a landscape meet in spaces that contain some aspects of soil features, plants and animals 
that trail into it from both parts, whereas they appear in the in-between from settled spaces, spaces that 
can be named as this or that kind of environment or landscape. This usage is obviously similar to ‘littoral 
zone’, but that term refers to the coastal space between high and low tidelines as a specific environment 
inhabited by creatures specifically adapted for and located in that zone. In a liminal space – say where the 
beach trails into the dunes and the dunes trail onto the beach, or where aspects of coastal scrub trail into 
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space involves working in-between, in that it involves conjoining my experiential 

knowledge and that of the other regulars of the space and scholarly perspectives.  

I have stressed that I understand the boipara as open and continuously on the move. As 

the various components of the space organise, dismantle and reorganise themselves 

through their daily spatial practices, our material, affective and sensorial registers of the 

space change accordingly. Thus, in perceiving the same space with slight differences 

every time we encounter it, we create and recreate stories and experiences. Using the 

concept of the assemblage I invite understanding of the boipara through the numerous 

links, connections and complications that are formed as a result of the continually 

changing actualities and perceptions of the space.  

Identifying and explaining my key epistemological and conceptual influences, their 

usefulness and various problems associated with them emerged as a valuable process. 

As can be seen from the previous chapter, it encouraged me to be reflexive, transparent 

and open while remaining as faithful as I could be to my own experiential knowledge 

and thought processes. No matter how we approach space as everyday citizens and 

researchers, we are always ‘doing space’ along with how it is ‘doing’ itself. Further, 

thinking is doing and doing is always informed by thinking. When we engage with the 

field we can too easily fall into a trap of orienting ourselves either to a conceptual 

framework or a methodological trajectory we have already outlined. I have tried to 

move away from this. I wanted to maintain an ‘experimentalist orientation’ (Sheller 

2015) towards my work in the space, at least partly because I had become alert to how 

we ‘do’ space while we are also implicated in how it is ‘doing’ itself.  

The aim has therefore been to hold research methods and major concepts in various 

modes of contact with each other with a view to producing a degree of coherence 

between theories, concepts and methods. However, as a result of the initial experience 

described in the diary entry that opens this chapter, when it became very clear that, no 

matter how thoroughly I had tried to think through my mixed methods, the space and its 

users were not going to be passive participants in my data collection, I determined to 

resist allowing my theories, concepts and methods to dictate how I engaged with the 

space and the trajectories my engagement took. Thus, when I thought about or with the 

boipara, it is was much through its stories, its interactions amongst its components and 
                                                                                                                                          
rainforest, and vice versa – particular creatures and plants are specific to what is on either side of the 
liminal space, while the liminal space is where they brush up against each other from both directions. 
When they do meet they are always in-between. 
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its everyday predictable and unpredictable movements and revelations as it was through 

my experiences of it. The field is in itself the fabric of the boipara, one version of which 

this thesis produces through multiple stories. I have continually reminded myself that 

the boipara is not some kind of container that holds memories, experiences or stories 

waiting for a researcher to find. As a consequence, in a double movement between 

ontology and epistemology, I set out to work with the space by trying to make sense of 

it on the move.  

Keeping in mind the ways in which desire, feelings and affects inform and actively 

participate in the multifaceted production of space (DeLanda 2006, p. 5), the boipara 

and the various forms of agency involved in producing the data are no longer limited to 

the human but invoke all other components and aspects of the relational network of 

assemblages, (Braidotti 2006; Coole and Frost 2010). For me it is particularly valuable 

to regard complexity and multi-disciplinary entanglements in research methodology as 

enablers, as stimuli to creative thought, and certainly not to regard them as obstacles. 

The motive in research thus becomes to make multiplicities (Deleuze and Guattari 

1987), that is, to see where complexity can take us towards thinking productively, even 

though the aim of research has often been the opposite – to render the complex as 

simply and straightforwardly as possible. Below, therefore, I explain how the approach I 

took to research methodology in this project, and how that has enabled mobile thought 

practice.  

The space I know; the space (I think) I understand 

Day Six: Reflective diary notes, August 2016 

I have been coming to the boipara for six days in a row now. My everyday interactions 
so far have been nothing like I had planned. The other day (Day One), I bumped into 

Debashsish da whom I had known for years. I notice how my fieldwork is moving 

forward and backwards in different directions and layers. However, the movement is 

completely different to the ways in which I had envisaged my fieldwork to unfold. I 

thought I had known the space, used it for so many years and hence my plan to navigate 

the space would completely work out in the ways in which I had ‘planned’ it. I thought I 

would walk into the boipara and start talking to the first stall on the first part of the 

footpath and continue from there. However, Debashsish da happened to me! I 

interacted with him, and then interacted with some of his friends, to whom he 
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introduced me, at the end of our interaction. I have been following his trajectory 

through the boipara for the last three days. But, wait, the tea stall owner, Poltu, 

referred me to Basak Book Stores, in between. Thus, it was a halt, a pause in the 

trajectory I was following. My interaction with Poltu, created another entryway.  

 Basak Book Stores is a big two-storeyed book store inside one of the laneways that 

branches out from the main road of College Street. They have a printing press and 

publishing house on the ground floor of their massive store. I am meeting the owner and 

the manager for an interview today. Poltu supplies tea, about four times a day, to the 

workers of this store for the last fifteen years. He claims he knows inside out of the store 

and the printing press room. His description of the routine of this bookstore and those 

who work here is vivid and detailed. I had made a note of his observations before. I am 

going to see it for myself today.  

There is always someone who claims they know the routine and the everyday movement 

of the boipara or even the stalls and stores individually. Poltu thinks he knows when the 

manager of Basak Book Stores comes, he has an idea of the time when the store is most 

busy. He pointed out to me how it was in the late afternoons or in the evenings the 

young writers and poets would come to the store, pitching their ideas to the editor, 

Asitbabu, and the owner Tarunbabu. Poltu warned me that this was probably not a 

good time to go as they discuss serious matters then. Poltu, sitting diagonally on the 

corner of the footpath across from Basak Book Stores, had a keen eye about what goes 

on inside the store. Even though he only went three or four times daily inside the store 

to serve them tea, sitting outside he nevertheless knew very well who came in and who 

went out.  

Reflective diary notes after visiting Basak Book Stores  

I just spent around an hour in Basak Book Store. Poltu’s descriptions were quite 

accurate. The coming in and going out of the customers, the manager and the owner 

going through inventories and speaking to suppliers all happens later in the morning, 

as Poltu had told me beforehand. The manager, describing his daily routine, said the 

same things while giving me a tour of the book store and the printing press. However, 

here is where Poltu was mistaken. Contrary to his warning that late afternoons are 

when the editor and the owner of the book store are usually busy listening to potential 

publishing pitches and hence should not be disturbed, I was invited by Asitbabu, the 
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editor, to sit in their sessions today. Asitbabu, now aware of my educational 

background, thought that my inputs to some of the pitches would be valuable.  

[In relation to the staff of Basak Book Stores] …all this while I thought I was an 

outsider to their everyday routine and their space and that Poltu knew it all. However 

now I was suddenly given entry to a part of their everyday routine that Poltu knew was 

inaccessible to him and thought would be the same in my case. Am I suddenly now 

holding a position of privilege (informed through class and education) within this 

everyday routine? Am I suddenly an insider in a routine that I had no idea existed? 

Poltu thinks he knows and understands the minute details of the routine of this 

bookstore. I got an entrée into these movements through him. Now I am a part of an 

important segment of this routine that he has no access to. [At first I found myself 

wondering] …whose experience is more valid then? Is Poltu the insider or am I the 

insider? Yet both of our experiences are real, as he lives through this routine every day, 

and I had my share today. However, my understanding of my position in the field slowly 

blurs.  

As I have tried to capture in the title of this subsection, my experiences in the field and 

my understanding of those experiences increasingly moved between various degrees of 

intimacy and ambiguity. Here, Poltu the tea stall owner had obviously made up his own 

mind about my unsuitability to participate in ‘serious’ intellectual business. I can’t 

know whether this was to do with my gender; his unfamiliarity with what is indicated 

about my education by the words ‘PhD fieldwork’ in the consent form he signed; the 

simple assumption on his part that he is more insider than me; or none or all of these. 

We might readily observe that his advice that I not go to the store at a time when 

‘serious matters’ are discussed speaks of his level of cultural capital, rather than mine, 

but as to how it positions him in relation to me or me in relation to the site of his daily 

work, of which he possesses much more intimate knowledge than I ever can, that is a 

very different matter. As a reflexive researcher, my confusion about all of this is 

revealed in my diary notes, but what gradually became clearer is the extent of my 

personal and ideological dilemma: the more I worried about these complexities, the 

more things seemed to ‘blur’. 

However, I also note that these dilemmas were thrown up in process and by practice. 

They are further incidences of how the site could so readily undo my sense of what I 

thought I was doing in researching it; what I thought I already knew due to what I felt 
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was lengthy and intimate previous experience; and how I was rapidly recognising that 

what I already understood was much less than I believed. When I entered and interacted 

with the boipara from a new perspective as a researcher doing fieldwork, the extent of 

my ‘insider-ness’ was revealed as less clear cut yet more impactful than I had 

anticipated. Those impacts were complex, troubling and – as long as I remained open to 

them – extremely helpful to me as a researcher.  

The spatial movements of the boipara that I think I do ‘know’ and ‘understand’, are 

deeply personal, intimate, unique and ambiguous. This means that where I stand in 

order to start thinking about this space is right in the middle of things. I already 

understood that there was no ‘objective’ picture of the boipara to be painted, no matter 

how detailed a combination of sociological, cultural and political analysis might be 

applied. From the outset I refused to reinforce any assumption of objectivity that might 

belong to straightforward (representational) procedures in collecting data in the hope 

that a triangulated view of the data might be produced by analysis. I appreciated that 

there was a far more complicated process at work, and I tried to set my work up in ways 

that could deal with that. However, what my work in the field allowed me to 

understand, literally from Day One, is that the field itself is a far more active participant 

than I had even begun to anticipate. What seems like a wonderful idea in theory – 

allowing sites to speak for themselves and so on – becomes a challenging and difficult 

experience in practice, when the site really does demand that you work out how to 

respond to what it is asking of you, of your values and of your processes as a researcher.  

For me, the extent of the challenge was heightened by my subjective implication in the 

research as an insider, or to put it as specifically as it should be put, as a local who is 

thrown into the position of visiting-scholar-researcher by the nature of a project I have 

chosen to undertake in a University in another country because it will allow me to 

explore a place that I regard with deep and genuine affection in my home country and 

home city. The thing is, when that site ‘speaks for itself’ it can actually throw one’s 

subjectivity into disarray, at least for a while. That is what I am trying to explore and 

express here. 

All of this underpins the choices I have made to ‘go with the flow’ of the fieldwork, 

how I have structured and written this thesis, and the voice(s) I have tried to find in my 

writing. The continual conversations between the complexities of affect, senses, ideas, 

values and the modalities of varied threads of narratives (across different moments), 
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must be acknowledged even as I recognise that they cannot be ‘really’ captured. In other 

words, it is only when I can try to explain how ‘I think I know the space’ that I can 

begin to discuss ‘how I have come to understand it’. 

 Particularly useful have been three ideas about space proposed by Doreen Massey and 

how they work together in the spatial field that concerns me. I have already referred to 

these in various ways at earlier stages of my discussion. The case Massey made for an 

alternative approach to space is widely valued and has provided fresh insights in many 

connections, in disciplinary and interdisciplinary contexts. Here, I cite her ‘three 

propositions’ as she summarises them in the opening pages of for space (2005). 

 

First, that we recognise space as the product of interrelations; as 
constituted through interactions, from the immensity of the global to 
the intimately tiny. (This is a proposition that will come as no surprise 
at all to those who have been reading recent anglophone geographical 
literature). Second, that we understand space as the sphere of the 
possibility of the existence of multiplicity in the sense of 
contemporaneous plurality; as the sphere in which distinct trajectories 
coexist; as the sphere therefore of coexisting heterogeneity. Without 
space, no multiplicity; without multiplicity, no space. If space is 
indeed the product of interrelations, then it must be predicated upon 
the existence of plurality. Multiplicity and space as co-constitutive. 
Third, that we recognise space as always under construction. Precisely 
because space on this reading is a product of relations-between, 
relations which are necessarily embedded material practices which 
have to be carried out, it is always in the process of being made. It is 
never finished; never closed. Perhaps we could imagine space as a 
simultaneity of stories-so-far. (Doreen Massey 2005, p. 9) 

Clearly, Massey’s propositions had much to offer me in opening up my thinking about 

research methodologies as I planned my project, and even more to offer me as I 

addressed some of the challenges and dilemmas I have just outlined. There is no 

question that I am working with a space that is a ‘product of interrelations’ (2005, p. 9). 

In the stories, anecdotes, historical facts, social experiences and cultural myths about the 

boipara that unfold in this thesis, it is equally clear that this space is always under 

construction, never finished and always open. Thus, I have been able to understand and 

recognise that I am dealing with entryways into a space that can only be experienced 

when I am ‘doing’ the boipara while ‘being’ within it. As Rebecca Coleman observes, 

evoking Deleuze and Guattari and citing Foucault, we can approach such a space by 

examining the ‘supple molecular and rigid molar segmentarities that make up the 
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“conditions of possibility” (Foucault 1978) of what a body can do’ (Coleman 2009 in 

Renold and Ringrose 2011). The stories, experiences and anecdotes of the boipara that I 

intersperse throughout this work are aggregations of the intersections of personal 

histories and the histories of the space, memories and affective resonances as told to me, 

as well as my own aggregations built in the same ways and out of the same materials.  

I have found the idea of affective resonances, which I first encountered in Ben 

Anderson’s work, a particularly exciting way of capturing how a space is activated by 

the movements, gestures, reactions and expressions that people use when they talk 

about their experiences of and in that space. In my work, these people are the regular 

users of the boipara who participated in my project directly or indirectly. Affective 

resonances are always ‘associative and collective’ (Anderson 2008, p. 146). This means 

that the regulars I talked with have not autonomously come to realise these resonances 

in the process of describing them. Functioning within the complex site of the boipara, 

they interact with existing material aspects of the site, associated narratives and other 

people who use the space, so that each participant becomes a catalyst for affective 

resonances to emerge through his or her expression of experiences and memories and so 

on, but those expressions already capture the experiences and memories of others. The 

boipara thus becomes a ‘being together of existences’ (Amin and Thrift 2002, p. 28). 

This being-togetherness, and its associated interactions and ongoing transformations, 

create circumstances for the production of affective resonances. 

We can note that as with stringed instruments or any number of other material 

examples, resonances are vibrations that pass from one body to another, or from one 

part of a body to another, while amplifying themselves in the process. This offers 

something of an analogy for how the interactions between space, time and bodies take 

place in a site such as the boipara. At any given moment and in any given situation and 

conversation, there are historical, cultural, political and sociological narratives of the 

boipara from different temporalities informing the present and producing conditions 

that will produce future emergences. Simultaneously a continuous intersection of past 

affects with those experienced in the present as taking place in and through the spatial 

movements of the boipara also contribute to how the place/space is sensorially 

activated and expressed. Affects cannot be differentiated from the space-time narratives 

nurtured by material and bodily encounters. In these ways, the unfolding of the boipara 

with its multiple, relational experiential knowledges and the trajectories of manifold 

histories continuously enmeshed with the present is ‘immense’ and ‘intimate’ at the 
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same time (Massey 2005). The boipara is eventful at any given point of time but also 

continuously becoming-otherwise.  

I have already emphasised that it is inappropriate to write a history of the spatiality of 

the boipara in a neat teleological, linear narrative since this would inevitably produce 

an exclusionary project, privileging some stories over others. Similarly, one cannot 

expect to have settled pre-planning of how the field should be studied for all the reasons 

I have explored in this section.  

Given that in a field such the boipara how we have planned to use research methods is 

almost inevitably disturbed and/or undone by how we actually encounter the field, it is 

more helpful to think of a researcher navigating by noticing, even creating, gaps or 

ruptures. The complex environment of the boipara starts to make random, proliferating 

connections even from before we enter it. These connections, disconnections and 

ruptures can never be controlled, and it is exactly for this reason that, when appropriate, 

they should become cues for flexible rearrangements of research methods. I have 

already noted that rhizomatic thinking cannot be seen as a research method, since 

rhizomes do not constitute systems nor do they anticipate movements, however, being 

alert to rhizomatics can suggest where gaps or ruptures are appearing or have appeared 

and change is underway. Noticing such moments opens out processes of ‘studying the 

field’ to the creative, unpredictable and eventful. For instance, as I will discuss further 

in a later chapter, I was using photo-elicitation to prompt conversation with a book stall 

owner when our discussion was interrupted by his prolonged engagement with one of 

his regular customers. As it transpired, the interaction that followed between the book 

seller and his customer provided invaluable material for my research. An apparent 

‘disruption’ to my methodology also revealed a range of other ways in which I might 

think about the everyday spatial movements of the boipara, and thus observational 

research and casual conversation about what I had just witnessed took over from photo-

elicitation. In The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), exploring the relationship 

between history and event, Foucault stresses the importance of focussing on 

discontinuities and narrative mobilities rather than on the stability and restrictive 
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boundaries that often characterise historical accounts. It was important that I remain 

open to opportunities thrown up by happenstance.39  

Massey’s second proposition helps explain my position by emphasising multiplicity and 

plurality. Positioning myself as a researcher has continually involved complexity, 

especially given that my responses to the boipara have helped frame my research rather 

than the reverse. My experiences of the boipara have involved different temporalities 

and spatialities from multiple sources. Any attempt to establish a stable position from 

which to think about the boipara is clearly problematic because not only is the space 

itself complex and fluid but also there is no fixed and absolute position outside any 

social space from which to observe it. This is exemplified by my work on the daily 

routine of Basak Book Store, during which I found myself constantly in the middle of 

the insider-outsider tension. From Poltu’s position, he was the insider in relation to the 

everyday routine, informing me of the accessible and inaccessible times to visit the 

Store. However, when I lived the same routine, I became an insider to a part of it to 

which Poltu probably never gains access40. It is perhaps not hard to determine that Poltu 

does not have formal education and hence is unlikely ever to be invited to an editorial 

meeting in a publishing house. However, there is also no question that Poltu’s 

knowledge of the routines, movements and general nature of the space is much more in 

depth than mine. Thus, between us we shared moments in an everyday routine that was 

sometimes informed by common experiences and sometimes separated by our differing 

socio-cultural positions. It is evident that we differ in terms of degrees of individual 

cultural capital in relation to this public space at any given point in time, yet 

experiencing a part of a daily routine, both collectively and individually, I realised that 

our everyday socio-cultural positions are also in constant movement and negotiation 

with each other. These movements continually destabilise our respective positions in the 

field. 

In these ways a researcher’s position in the field is never fixed and can change at any 

moment.  

                                                
39 I remained aware that the purpose of my chosen methods was to ‘enquire about the variations, 
inflexions and slope of the curve’ (Foucault 1972, p. 230) rather than avoiding disruptions in my 
experience of the field or cleansing aberrations from my ‘data’. 
40 I am aware of the sociological implications of this interaction. I was readily invited to the editorial 
meeting that Poltu thinks is a no-go zone. My educational background and social class gave me access to 
this part of the store’s daily life from which Poltu is excluded. However, I want to draw attention to 
something more complex, which is that while we are both creating our realities through the same 
narrative in the same space and time, his differs from mine in certain precise ways.  



 88 

Having had a close, many layered affective and physical relationship with the space, I 

identify myself as an insider. However, writing this over time, sometimes in close 

proximity to the boipara and sometimes very distant, of necessity there are aspects that 

I have not captured of the ongoing unfolding(s) of the space. I am, then, an outsider to 

those moments and events. The in-betweenness that comes with being an insider and 

outsider was further complicated during my fieldwork by, for example, material 

conditions in the street or weather changes. There were days when the book stalls 

undertook their daily work with slight changes. On a rainy day, for instance, some book 

sellers reorganised their stalls in ways that would protect them from getting wet, 

rearranging their books and putting out sheets or tarpaulins from the outer edges of their 

stalls. Used, reused, handled and mishandled repeatedly, the pages of second-hand 

books frequently have a fragile texture: a drop of water could tear the pages, smudge the 

print and so on. These were important things for the booksellers to consider. Their 

makeshift, wet-weather protection arrangements would also serve as pedestrian 

stopovers, providing shelter from the rain for passers-by. It is absolutely commonplace 

that someone walking in any city will stop under any shelter they can find and wait for 

rain to subside. In my fieldwork, though, I noticed that the impromptu reorganisation of 

the books, the putting up of the sheets and the stopping of pedestrians, creates scope for 

a different atmosphere and thus a different experience of the place. This is even more 

noticeable if one visits the same book stalls, walks along the same footpath regularly as 

I did for my fieldwork. When it rained, how I had come to know the space through my 

repetitive, routinised behaviours, was changed in a matter of minutes. When my 

research practices – which had become habits that intensified my sense of insider-ness – 

were transformed by a change in the spatial circumstances, I felt like more of an 

outsider. Simple experiences of this kind can invite one to wonder whether the research 

practices one has adopted enable one to find the right kinds of questions to ask about the 

field, and about one’s position in relation to it. In such ways I quickly came to 

understand, with some force, that research as a practice needs to be as open to 

transformations as the field in which it takes place. 

All of this points to the fact that one can never develop full grasp of one’s experiences, 

affective responses and continual weaving of narratives within and about a space like 

the boipara, which is so strongly characterised by interrelations and transformations. If 

we embrace a sense of our ongoing vulnerability, naivety and not knowing, it can 

liberate us from asking questions such as, ‘who speaks for the space of the boipara?’ I 
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say: everyone. Everyone who converses within the boipara also converses about it. As 

both an insider and an outsider and a person moving continually between those 

positions, I am a multiplicity and at the same time I become part of the assembling of 

the space.  

The more we problematise the notion of positioning oneself in relation to a research 

site, the more we are likely to experiment with responsive and open research practices 

and multiple positions, and thus the more we can liberate ourselves from the 

individualistic obligation of conventional research methodologies. Mimi Sheller notes 

that in recent times, more and more disciplines are rubbing their methodological 

boundaries against each other to work experimentally and collaboratively in developing 

newer forms of research and knowledge creation. For example, Sheller notes that 

Hayden Lorimer, a cultural geographer, works with artists, while Mike Crang uses 

photography extensively. Trevor Paglen is a practising geographer and artist. Similarly, 

Tim Cresswell, from whom I have drawn significantly in relation to his politics of 

writing, is a geographer as well as a poet (Sheller 2015, p. 133). Collaborations and 

transdisciplinary practices provoke changes in methodological thinking, which can free 

the researcher from the obligation to draw data from the field. Instead, one can focus 

more on being in the field, experiencing and navigating through its complexities, 

concentrating on ‘knowledge creation’ rather than knowledge analysis.  

Being in the field 
Does our engagement with the field start when we enter it and end when we leave it? 

My diary notes from Day One demonstrate how thinking about the boipara while 

walking towards it impacted on my pre-planned fieldwork design. I began noticing the 

multiple movements of the space before I even reached it and was already changing my 

methods before I had a chance to implement my carefully sequenced interviews. Is it 

any more likely that I would simply switch off from engaging with the boipara the 

moment I was out of the field? Since thinking about the boipara is actively engaging 

with it, often blurring boundaries between imagined, anticipated and lived experiences, 

it is essential to acknowledge that thought about the field is part of my methodology. 

Whether thinking about the boipara occurs while I am walking towards it, while I am in 

it or after I leave it, I cannot ignore such thoughts as things that somehow happen 

‘outside the field’. They are thought practices and processes that inform my experience 

of the space, and thus my modes of responding to it and writing about it.  
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Conventional modes of framing and implementing qualitative methodologies remain as 

useful as they ever were, but they are also transforming and interacting as they 

encounter different questions, newer problems, and spatio-temporal complexities that 

push their limits and force us to think creatively and productively about how we 

understand research methodologies. Nigel Thrift has pointed out that researchers in the 

field of cultural geography have ‘allied themselves with a number of qualitative 

methods, most notably in-depth interviews and ethnographic “procedure”’ (Thrift 2000, 

p. 1). Going to the heart of my concerns, writing in 2000, he noted that, ‘what is 

surprising is how narrow this range of skills still is, how wedded [cultural geographers] 

still are to the notion of bringing back the ‘data’ and then re-presenting it (nicely 

packaged up as a few supposedly illustrative quotations), and the narrow range of 

sensate life they register’ (Thrift 2000, p. 6). Thrift encouraged us towards a 

methodological paradigm in which ‘our theoretical talk can be used not only to 

interrogate established methodologies’ but also to push the boundaries of the 

methodological strategies themselves (Thrift 2000, pp.1-6). It is clear that the changes 

he called for are taking place. A project like mine that tries to look at a space as a 

system of emergence must think of methodology as tool that problematises or 

diversifies data instead of collecting it. Better still, I need to think of methods as 

‘entryways’ (Massumi, Manning et. al, 2015). However, for these kinds of shifts to 

happen, I must acknowledge my own implication and transformations within the spatial 

movements of the boipara as a multiplicity. 

A multiplicity is the ‘effect of its connections (or becoming-multiple)’ (Colebrook 

2002, p. xxvi). Bonta and Protevi note that a multiplicity is defined ‘by its lines of flight 

or thresholds where qualitative change in the system will occur’ (2004, p. 117).  It is 

useful to understand my own position in the boipara through these recognitions. Unlike 

positioning oneself as a unified identity in a field, multiplicity enables one to conceive 

of an identity that ‘lacks unity’ and is comprehended only through process and progress, 

implying ‘divergent realisations’ (DeLanda 2002, p. 28). I do not wish to use any facet 

of this project, whether in its inception, planning, research, thinking, fieldwork or 

writing as a point of reference that serves to organise or distribute the ‘results’ of my 

explorations. Further, my own subjectivity is never unified as I am continually 

oscillating between subject positions that change across time and space. This volatility 

brings qualitative changes in interaction and behaviour between the boipara and me.  
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Recognising such changes evokes Massey’s third observation. We must ‘recognise 

space as ‘always under construction’ (2005, p. 9). Every process of working in and with 

the spatiality of the boipara, including fieldwork, writing and the affective processes 

involved in thinking about and responding to the space, even when doing nothing 

formal at all, is some form of identifying and engaging with its spatial multiplicities. I 

sought a range of entryways to this work and, as I have begun to show, some days they 

worked and some days they did not. At times the research methods were effective when 

implemented together but failed when implemented individually. At other times, the 

tensions involved in switching from one method or way of thinking to another produced 

surprising movements and stories. Below, I discuss how some of those methodological 

approaches behaved as expected and some did not – and how those that may not have 

behaved as I expected sometimes nevertheless proved fruitful in providing insights 

and/or happenstantial encounters. This further highlights how apparent limitations in 

research methods can become incentives for different ways of thinking.  

I have already indicated that in order to explore the spatiality of College Street I set out 

to employ autoethnography, participant observation, semi-structured interviews and 

photo elicitation. Each of these might be thought of as an ‘entryway’ to the field, and 

also as a familiar qualitative method in social and cultural research. As described above, 

early in thinking and writing about the boipara as experienced ‘being in the field’ I also 

realised that these research methods needed to be problematised, especially given the 

part they can play in determining how we conceptualise space and spatialisation. To set 

aside any pre-formed approaches to and expectations of such methods is to adopt a 

methodology that is not afraid of terms such as ‘intuitive’ and ‘speculative’ but at the 

same time comfortable implementing repetitive practices and deliberately instigating 

various permutations and combinations. That is, I had to be willing to work in-between 

fluid and systematic approaches to method, functioning at once with-and-against 

familiar methodological practices. What had become for me an endeavour to develop a 

new kind of spatialisation necessitated interactive processes more than it did theoretical 

reflection, although I recognised that the latter can never in fact be disimplicated from 

one’s thinking and practice. I was implementing mobile thought practice even before I 

was able to name that.  

Interactions created a space for multiplicities to change. This, in turn, compelled me to 

question my own identity in relation to the boipara as my ‘field’ of study. If the issue of 

positionality is not simply about how I choose to relate to the boipara but how the space 
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itself redefines who I am as a result of that relationship, my engagements with it open a 

process of becoming-multiplicity for me as much as for how I understand the space. 

Recognising this in turn allows me to ask questions about my self-as-multiplicity. I 

touch upon these matters of the space and the self in the following discussion of my key 

research methods and their implementation but return to them more comprehensively at 

various stages in the chapters that follow. 

Having experienced the space through intimate narratives, anecdotes and experiences of 

regulars such as my father and grandfather long before I had physically become a 

regular myself, I began with the objective of framing my research methods in ways that 

enabled me to test whether my ‘analysis’ could resist the urge simply to align with the 

discursive frameworks already provided by historical analyses and popular cultural 

narratives and also to explore how a space can operate and be understood in relation to 

the movements involved in assemblages. That is, because of my own aims at the 

planning stage and in response to methodological issues raised and approaches 

demonstrated by scholars such as Highmore, Thrift, Sheller, Cresswell and others, I 

already understood that this research would be more complex in its implementation than 

I could yet envision, and that I would need to be ready to change how I understood and 

deployed my methods. 

Photo-elicitation 
Photo-elicitation is a form of qualitative visual research in which photographs are used 

during research interviews in order to elicit richer, often more narrative responses from 

interviewees. John Collier (2007), an anthropologist who was one of the first to use the 

method, explains that it is capable of opening up ‘emotional revelations’ and 

‘psychological explosions and powerful statements of value’ that are almost always 

missed in conventional data collection processes (2007, p. 62). Sarah Pink points out 

that photo-elicitation ‘implies using photography to elicit responses from informants, to 

“draw out” or “evoke” an admission or a social fact from a subject’ (2001, p. 68). As a 

practitioner-researcher Pink has become a prominent advocate for the method, arguing 

for its integration ‘with the new ethnography’ through redefining it as ‘a mode of 

collaboration in research’ (Pink 2001, p. 68). For me, the significance of such a way of 

experimenting with the potential of the interaction between researcher and participant is 

precisely that a photograph can function as an opportunity to enrich and complicate the 

exchange through the sharing of memories and of stories; elaborating on the ‘moment’ 

in frame; the provision of background context and, in all likelihood, details about 
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people, the material environment, object relations and so on. All of these add to the 

desire to ‘place’ the scene in relation to the ‘real life’ of the subjects, the site, the time. 

This produces a more conversational exchange, a sense of collaboration between 

researcher and participant in ‘filling out’ the photograph which is far more difficult to 

achieve in a conventional interview, no matter how ‘unstructured’. A photograph, 

whether the participant or the researcher has taken or provided it, whether it is current 

or historical, introduces an opportunity for shared evocation of meanings. Thus, the 

visual ‘data’ in a framed image is capable of provoking responses that go beyond 

singular temporal or spatial subjective memories or imaginaries.  

In fact, the photograph acts as a catalyst contributing to the production of several ‘inner’ 

images simultaneously, in intersections of times, places, relationships, associations. Of 

course, this also requires the researcher to be ready to enter into imaginative 

engagement with the various affective, narrative and descriptive kinds of feedback 

provided by the respondent. Photographs can thus introduce a richness and complexity 

to the exchange, opening the site of research out to multiple understandings, 

connections, realisations, explanations. This imaginative and experimental collaboration 

may or may not provide clarity, but it will certainly provide many opportunities for 

momentary insights or carefully nuanced understandings, or both.  

As a mode of ‘making multiplicities’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 8) or inviting 

differences to produce further differences, photo elicitation provides the potential to 

rethink the socio-cultural assumptions and to recognise the theoretical perspectives and 

concepts that informed research design. In these ways the research is activated, 

animated, thrown into unexpected arrangements that can provide entirely novel insights, 

or reveal unexpected implications within expected understandings. In addition, the use 

of photo-elicitation (and, no doubt, other ‘experimental’ methods/collaborations) 

disturbs the conventional question and answer approach and is thus likely to produce 

more complex and fruitful outcomes. The data will not be ‘clean’, but it will be 

interesting. 

Because of my determination to remain reflexive about my own position I also noticed 

– in the relationships between my own observations, the photographs being used to 

‘elicit’ data, and what the respondents were expressing when looking at the photographs 

– that describing the process simply as ‘elicitation’ or ‘extraction’ does not adequately 

capture the full potentials of using photographs in a field such as the boipara. It was 
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equally exciting for me to notice that rather than only drawing out data from the 

narrative flow of my interviewees’ responses, I was reacting to those stories. I became 

engaged in their responses, through memories, feelings, connections to other stories I 

had heard or aspects of my own experience. I should clarify, though, that I never 

interrupted the flow of my respondents’ expression with my own emotional reactions to 

or connections with their experiences. Those engaging with a photograph were given as 

much time as they needed to express themselves. Sometimes, we entered into a further 

conversation involving shared memories. More often I remembered and reflected upon 

my responses to their responses later, which is, of course, an example of how the field 

stays with one after one leaves it. The photographs I used for elicitation and those used 

throughout the thesis are a combination of images taken by me and sourced from the 

internet. While most of the images were recent and in colour, a few of them were black 

and white. Provided below are the two images that were used most frequently in my 

photo-elicitation processes. While one of them is in black and white and the other is in 

colour, they are in fact the same photograph. I found it particularly interesting that these 

two photographs quite often prompted markedly different reactions based on their 

colour tone. Over 50 per cent (seven of twelve) photo-elicitation respondents thought 

that one of these photographs was older and one from more recent times, when in fact 

the image is from the nineteen eighties. This testifies to the power of the connections 

routinely made in contemporary culture between black and white photographic and 

cinematic imagery, and ideas of history, of ‘pastness’ or ‘old times’. It also suggests 

how readily black and white photographs of familiar places evoke feelings of nostalgia, 

often tending to be more likely to invite an affective response. 

 

Figure 6: An image of the boipara in the nineteen eighties (Source: Creative Commons) 
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Figure 7: Colour version of the same image as Figure 6 (Source: Creative Commons) 

The photographs functioned in many ways to enable a kind of departure or escape into 

unknown and unpredictable narratives. For example, in one situation, a boipara regular 

talked about his experiences by primarily reacting to some of the physical features of 

the pictures, like colour, texture and the quality of the images, rather than the content.41 

In another case, a picture of the interior of one of the book stalls triggered a story of 

times spent inside the coffee house. The coffee house was not visible in the picture, but 

for the respondent it was nonetheless evoked by association with certain details in the 

photograph. There are two things to think about here. First, photographs reintroduced to 

a spatial assemblage do not function simply as agents or catalysts producing data. They 

become active in prompting recollections of events, objects or places that are not 

directly potrayed. They can also change the relationship between the researcher and the 

subject of the research in the sense that through conversation these two people (me and 

the person being shown the photographs) together weave their individual experiences 

into relationships that point beyond the limits of either’s personal responses. Some 

people who were reacting to the photographs expressed feelings of anticipation (for 

example, predicting the future shapes the boipara might take) based on their 

experiential knowledge. At the same time my own experiences of the space, as well as 

my role as researcher, meant that my reactions often resonated with their stories, 

                                                
41 See Chapter Six for detailed discussion.  
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whether or not I raised that with them. These complex interactions invite one to 

problematise whether such research is primarily eliciting or extracting data from 

photographs, and what the impacts may be of the researcher being drawn into 

participating in those responses – overtly or implicitly – with both predictable and 

unpredictable affective consequences. 

Semi-structured interviews, conversations and observational research 
Leavy and Biber note that ‘semi-structured interviews rely on a certain set of questions 

and try to guide the conversation to remain, more loosely, on those questions’ (2006, p. 

125). While it is quite liberating to be in a space that inherently functions through a 

logic of relationality and continuous construction, for me as a researcher there was 

sometimes the lingering fear of not having any control of what I was about to 

experience as a researcher. Thus, I had prepared a series of questions which I hoped 

would function primarily as trigger points for conversations that would take us beyond 

the scope of the question itself. The following questions were used sometimes to begin a 

conversation and sometimes as cues for the conversations to go in some other direction. 

• What does your average everyday routine comprise of? While you sit on the 

footpath of College Street, selling books, do you ever observe or realise that this 

place has changed over the years? 

• If ever given a chance would you consider moving your stall from the College 

Street area to some other place? Do you feel any kind of emotional attachment 

to this place which is not limited to just buying and selling books? 

• What memories do you have of the political and intellectual movements that this 

place witnessed? Was the everyday of this space at that time different from what 

it is now? Did you witness these political movements, or did you hear them from 

your forefathers? 

• What kind of books are mainly selling these days (in the last couple of years?) Is 

it different from how the choice of buying books was in the 60s and 70s? If so 

how and why do you think there is a change? 

Since I had extensive foreknowledge of the space and also spent close to three months 

there for my fieldwork I was able to attempt various permutations and combinations in 

the kind of questions I needed to ask. Although initially I tried to stick to my prepared 

questions, as recounted above, my first interviewee disturbed my faith in these and over 

the next few days I realised strongly that my sense of obligation about ‘set questions’ 
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was hindering the capacity to emerge of the characteristic mobility of the boipara and 

of people’s experiential knowledge of it. The respondents, in answering questions about 

the boipara were not only remembering their lived experiences but also continually 

being reflexive and engaging in real time. Thus, my respondents’ recollections were not 

simply descriptive but continued to open in other directions. As a result, my questions 

in fact needed to be contextual and immediate. Leavy and Biber point out that the extent 

to which a researcher structures an interview has a significant impact on that 

researcher’s position in the field. They observe, ‘the more structure sought the more 

control the researcher imposes’ (2006, p. 126). This is precisely the problem with 

‘control’ imposed – albeit often accidentally – through too fixed a methodology. It 

leaves the progress of the interview in the hands of the interviewer and the result of that 

is that it can close down the respondent’s freedom and/or willingness to venture into 

talking in ways that provide a more intimate and/or complex insight into the space. It 

hinders unfolding(s) of a space like the boipara – a space that is so richly characterised 

by complexities of affect and different modalities of the senses (see Atkinson, Housley 

and Delamont 2008; Pink 2009; 2011). Thus, it was clear that my questions had to be 

expressed in a way that was inviting and open-ended and, where appropriate, coupled 

with observations that invited sharing of experiences.  

The semi-structured interviews were designed mainly as entry points or prompts for 

further stories, anecdotes and memories. Although the term ‘semi-structured’ is used, 

there is too often a pre-conceived expectation with interviews that the response will 

paint a coherent picture of experience. Experiences never function in isolation and 

autonomously. In the case of the boipara, the responses to the semi-structured 

interviews were always context-, environment- and atmosphere- dependent. Each was, 

in other words, ‘an encounter in its own right, chock-full of awkward pinch points, 

backward tracing realizations, and cascading memories, replete with subtle transitions, 

over brimming with heart-thumping intensities and felt emotions’ (Bissell 2018, p. 

xxxv).  

Thus, even if we think of responses to semi-structured questions as data, what counts as 

data is never restricted only to words or, separately, to other kinds of reaction. Nor do 

those responses address directly the questions asked but proceed instead along lines of 

association. For example, on numerous occasions booksellers who were asked about 

their ‘everyday routine’ recounted those in detail. Their precise and thorough 

descriptions, which combined both memory and contemporary life, expressed their 
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emotional attachments to the space, something they may not have been able to describe 

directly. Their emotional intensities varied when talking about different aspects of the 

boipara. Some spoke with a deep nostalgia for the past that they seemed to miss today. 

Some were positive, hopeful, even joyful about their prospects for the future and the 

boipara’s. Some were happy and proud that I was writing about the boipara while 

others questioned the purpose and point of my work. These reactions, combined with 

their stories and anecdotes from their routine lives, were all part of what a complex set 

of relations they each held with the boipara and it with them. This was not merely 

incidental information, and, from a methodological point of view, underlined the fact 

that observations and experiences can never be separated from interviews and 

interactions. At the same time, researchers must be reflexive about the fact that while 

witnessing data unfold, we become active participants in its production even as we 

‘collect’ it.  

Thus, while trying to attend to my interviewee and what he might be doing while 

responding to my questions, I was also often distracted by the movements and 

behaviours of the students who had come to buy books. They looked at me and I looked 

at them, some of them asked me about my project, starting up a conversation that would 

go in its own direction. After a few minutes of these interruptions I would have to turn 

my attention back to the bookseller and try to pick up the threads of the previous 

conversation where we had left off. While all this was happening, other exchanges 

(agreements and disagreements between the students and the bookstall owners, for 

example) were also a part of the unfolding spatiality for me, and hence important to 

observe. Similarly, at times, some of the ways in which the students behaved and 

interacted with each other, looking through the books, reminded me of my own time 

here when I was a student; although while there were many points of familiarity there 

were also some noticeable differences. I made notes of ‘as much as I could’ but there 

was always more. In these ways, observational research is effectively inseparable from 

other forms of qualitative research undertaken in the field. As Leavy and Biber observe, 

‘epistemology, theory and method web to create what we refer to as the research nexus; 

however, theory and method together also have a unique and important relationship 

within the research process’ (2006, p. 20). From my fieldwork experience it was clear 

that the ‘research nexus’ between the many parts of my work was mobile, relational and 

continuously informing and changing everything involved. As a result, the ways in 

which the elements of such research work function, both individually and together, 
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potentially change our conceptual tools (in the engagements Leavy and Biber point to 

between theory and research) as well as how we represent our experiences of space.  

 Autoethnography   
Autoethnography ‘allows us to use our own experiences, thoughts, feelings and 

emotions as data to help us understand the social world’ (Leavy and Biber, 2004, p. 

184). Because of my close personal familiarity with the everyday of the boipara, I 

chose to take up a critical and reflexive autoethnographic approach to thinking about the 

space, being comfortable about using my own experiences and personal thoughts. 

Wendy Shaw observes that the autoethnographic sensibility, 

…suggests that we scour our culturally embedded self-
presentations, as well as the self-presentations of others 
for their richly situated meanings and always already-
interpreted projections ... in the same way that an 
autoethnographer studying herself will turn a critically 
reflexive eye to her own practices. (Shaw 2018, p.7) 

In a similar spirit, my principal focus in the use of autoethnography is grounded in the 

fact that I revisit my own experiences and affective memories, both critically and 

personally, on multiple occasions not just for the purpose of analysis and repeated 

reflections, but also to notice how each time I go back to these sources of experiential 

knowledge I am presented with something new, affectively or in terms of my sensorial 

registers. Beyond this, my own experiences will enter into any interaction, observation 

or reflection, and it is not possible for me to somehow block those. What becomes 

important is how I think about that.  

Experiences, memories and acts of remembering, are not frozen in time and static in 

space; they move and rearrange themselves to present different versions of the same 

experience every time we revisit them. This is mainly because of the play between the 

present experiencing self and the past as one engages with and experiences that past at 

any particular time in any particular place in the present. Since the present is always 

mobile and changing, the dialogues and negotiations that the present and the present 

experiencing-self have with the past are also mobile and changing. My use of 

autoethnography has enabled this sort of play between past and present since it has 

allowed me to use my own experiences at different times: from when I first heard about 

the boipara to my many visits over the years, as a visitor, as a student and as a 

researcher, and later when I revisited my experiences while thinking and writing about 

the space when not physically there. 
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Learning from the field 
The fact that each of the research methods I have just reviewed have their limitations 

reinforces the value of the approach I chose to adopt, namely to use different methods in 

combination to create multiple conversations as well as to create tensions between them. 

This demands, in many ways, that I put myself autobiographically in the space, as well 

as consider the impacts of my autobiography on my autoethnographic reflections. It also 

means that my discussion around research methods must be taken beyond the issue of 

the extent of their usefulness in extracting data, or how they need to be reconsidered in 

dealing with a context such as the boipara from which it is not possible for me to 

separate my personal attachments, memories and interpretations. 

 In Chapter Two I drew on Nigel Thrift’s work to establish a theoretical understanding 

of the relationship between practice, method and theory, which allows me to focus on 

thinking with (not against) the messiness, the stuttering and the blurry lines of my 

personal presence in the field, an approach which resonates with life in the boipara 

itself. In addition to individual students interrupting my conversations with book stall 

owners, there were other, more dramatic – but also subsequently very productive – 

interruptions produced by random but ‘organic’ unfolding of events while I was in the 

field. By ‘organic’ I mean that these things were/are as much embedded in the day to 

day life of the place as individual interactions. Sometimes these were the loud noises of 

the ongoing traffic on the main street in front of us; there were student protests and 

labour union protests. Once my conversation with a bookseller, Rashid, was interrupted 

by a rally against a suggestion that rallies and protest marches should be banned in the 

area. However, Rashid volunteered that such a ban was not likely to succeed and that he 

was strongly opposed to such an idea, and explained why.  

Comments about a rally from the bookseller, Rashid: 

I do not think this is ever going to be possible. College Street from time immemorial has 

been known to be the space where students come to voice their opinions through 

organised rallies, protests and marches. To take away the right is to take away their 

right to this space. In addition, students come to colleges, universities, to become 

political beings. It is only their right that they get to use this space to express their 

voice. Didi, if there is a fee hike in one of these colleges or universities tomorrow, 

where will the students go to protest about it? The protest against student fee hikes, or 

student seat reservations during admission process, or any other university 
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administration or student-related issue should be raised and negotiated at the space 

that is designated for them – the campus grounds, the boipara. Tell me didi, what is 

more important, the noise or the right of the students? (Day 11: Conversations with 

Rashid)  

These remarks, prompted by the rally outside, disrupted the flow of our conversation 

and I could thus have treated them as nothing more than a momentary distraction from 

the flow of my focused research. Under the strict expectations of a semi-structured 

interview method, I would have tried to ignore this significant observation on issues 

such as citizenship and rights to public space. However, for Rashid this rally triggered a 

response which exemplifies ‘the lived immediacy of actual experience, before any 

reflection on it’ (Thrift 2008, p.6, 266). For me, such reactions became crucial in 

understanding and interpreting the boipara. Accordingly, I suggest that an effective 

methodology must allow for these in-between moments, pausing to notice, register and, 

then or later, reflect upon the eventful everyday. Valuable insights emerge in what 

occurs in the complex interactions between methods, researcher, respondents and the 

field, frequently in unexpected ways. 

For the same reason, research methods deployed in a space such as College Street will 

achieve very little if they are restricted to a specific periods of time. For example, to say 

that ‘this interview will last for half an hour only’ is to delimit the opportunities for 

exactly the kinds of meaningful interruptions as I just described. Similarly, to organise 

one’s observational work by a timetable – ‘each morning I will do one hour of 

observational work and each day I will choose a specific place in which to do this’, for 

instance – assumes that one is not continually observing whenever one is in the field, 

whether or not a period is set aside as ‘observation time’. Methods can be useful when 

implemented in repetitive routines, especially if the aim is to produce ‘comparative 

data’ about which empirical conclusions might be drawn. However, methods become 

creative when practised flexibly and repeatedly – in the sense of as often as the space 

invites them, wherever and whenever that is. This understands methods as procedures 

for engaging with and thinking in the field with a consciousness that the spatial 

experience is plural, multi-dimensional, and multi-vocal. The space activates one’s 

engagements with it as often as, even more often than, one activates engagements 

within the space. Any such engagement has the potential to lead off on different vectors, 

produce different intensities, enable fresh insights.  
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I took three months for my fieldwork because, due to my previous experience, it was 

already clear to me that such a space was inviting me to find ‘new’ ways to think about 

spatiality. While I did not yet recognise the extent to which the question of methodology 

would itself become problematised in the field, I knew I would need ample time to trial 

my processes, to discover how the procedures I implemented might enable me to 

produce creative ways of thinking about this space and about spatiality. This ‘testing’ of 

different iterations of my procedures was at times undertaken very deliberately. For 

example, for a few days I would spend time reading about the boipara before visiting 

College Street. In the next few days I would go to College Street without reading 

anything beforehand. I wanted to see how these differing starting points transformed the 

shapes taken by my interactions with the space. At other times I would simply wander 

in the precinct. Indeed, once the unpredictability and rich productiveness of the 

potential spatial and personal interactions became obvious, most of the time wandering 

became in itself a familiar methodological procedure with which I was very comfortable 

as a researcher. 

If, like space itself, research methodology is approached as relational, and open to 

mobile thought practices, then we will notice when a methodological approach seems to 

restrict us and use that restriction as a new vector towards creative methodological 

thinking. This also liberates us from the problem of seeing methodology’s usefulness as 

defined solely by its capacity to discover or produce ‘useful’ data. Different 

methodological approaches can and should be able to converse with each other in the 

field while conversing with the field. From these conversations our thinking practices 

find new directions. 

The Question of Writing 
Recasting the approach to method also raises the issue of how the results are to be 

reported. If the boipara is a spatial environment characterised by intersections of 

multiple stories and anecdotes informed by mobile, affective, material and sensorial 

registers across multiple temporalities, how can we rethink writing about this space? I 

suggest that the act of writing must also be considered as a method of exploration of the 

multiple entanglements of the space. Instead of using writing as simply a 

representational form, I have tried to use it as medium that captures not only my 

experiences, both as a regular and as a researcher, but also my thought process while I 

have been ‘making sense’ of those experiences. For this, I have adopted a style of 



 103 

writing that is receptive to in-betweenness, to pause, disjuncture and movement. Most 

importantly, thinking of writing as a method, I have also realised that it is perhaps not 

possible to write about the boipara, since to do so would be to impede the continuity 

and movement of the space. Thus, I must write with the boipara, thinking about it while 

choosing words, revisiting the times I already spent, reliving the lived experiences, 

making small changes in those trajectories here and there, giving myself licence to be 

imaginative and creative. Like my methodologies, my writing must also actively engage 

with the boipara. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: The Boipara as Assemblage 

The city is hardly not there. Why do I need to imagine it? 
James Donald 1999, p.179 

 

Becoming-book-lover 
My familiarity with the boipara developed long before I had ever actually been there. 

As described in my Introduction, I started visiting the boipara through the books, news 

magazines, little magazines, periodicals and old notebooks that my family owned and 

used, and those given especially to me, which, through the hands of my father and 

grandfather, made many travels between the new book shops and the second-hand book 

stalls of College Street and my home. Every year, as I graduated from one grade to 

another in school, I had to keep my old text books, handwritten exercise copies and note 

books42 in good condition because they were all destined for a particular book stall in 

College Street. The old books travelled from home to the second-hand book stalls and 

new ones came from the book shops to my study desk. At the beginning of every 

academic year, along with our report cards, we were handed a list of books along with a 

number of exercise copies or notebooks required for the coming year. Each school 

usually has a ‘tie-up’ or an arrangement with one of the established book shops in the 

College Street area. In my case it was Barua Chaudhury & Company, shop number 

Twenty-Six. This book shop specialised in selling new school curriculum books. 

Usually, shops like these do not accept second-hand books for purchase nor do they sell 

them. The book shops’ premises are usually rented ground-floor rooms of ex-colonial 

residences and other kinds of old buildings that line the footpath. Every year Baba 

would take my school list and collect the package of new books, exercise copies and 

notebooks for each new subject for that grade from Barua Chaudhury & Company in 

College Street. Some established book shops also have in-house printing presses as a 

part of their business and these are usually located in the interior lanes and by-lanes that 

branch off from the main road of College Street. Certain publishing houses also have 

their own buildings, comprised of printing presses, binding department, editorial 

                                                
42 Materially, a child’s exercise copies and notebooks were of value to greengrocers and shopkeepers 
because they made paper bags from them. However, effectively the travels that these used papers went on 
were infinite. They had many other possible lives – including, most importantly, how they became 
tutoring and learning material for other children who could not afford books. That is, children would 
study the work of other children as a means of self-education and/or enhancement of their basic 
education.   
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section, information and inquiries section and an outlet for their own books in the front 

of the buildings.  

The second-hand book stalls, by comparison, are rather minimal, marginal and operate 

on the fringes of the pavement opposite the (faded) grand frontages of the book shops in 

their colonial buildings. Yet the word ‘fringes’, while it locates them vis a vis the formal 

built environment, does not capture the prolific, sprawling growth of the innumerable 

informal book stalls that inhabit the space.  

 
 

Figure 8: This photo demonstrates how the boipara proliferates along the footpaths. 
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Baba and Dadu always stressed that I should read more than just ‘curriculum books’ 

and so, apart from the required books, a host of extra second-hand books – on 

mathematics, English, history and other subjects – travelled with them from the second-

hand book stalls to me. Then, of course, there was always a collection of storybooks for 

me from the book stalls as well. These were, as Dadu would put it, for developing my 

reading habits. I would often yearn for more new books but I was always told that it was 

the books that mattered, not whether they were new or old. The injunction against new 

books, though, was never a matter of affordability for my family. It was a matter of 

choice. Buying second-hand books was important to Dadu who believed that books 

needed to be used and re-used multiple times. Their contents must be read, re-read and 

circulated among many people over time; only then a book is fully utilised and valued. 

Second-hand books, according to him, had much more value and significance than new 

ones. Every now and then, he described how he loved buying second-hand books over 

new ones because second-hand books always had many stories attached to them. He 

loved to wonder who the previous owner of the book was, through the ways in which 

the book had been handled, the notes of the margins of the pages in the book or 

sometimes even chits of paper he found inside the covers. 

Buying books was the most obvious aspect of the boipara’s everyday routine. I have 

therefore always found it interesting that the regulars of the space are, nevertheless, 

always aware of the possibility of finding something unexpected or exciting from the 

plethora of second-hand and collected materials in the book stalls. Choosing to be a 

regular visitor to the book shops and book stalls of College Street required a certain 

seriousness, an earnest emotional investment. Although somewhat grumpily in the 

beginning, I eventually became firm friends with the idea of the second-handedness – 

indeed the many-handedness – of books.  

Still, as a young girl one of the activities I looked forward to every year was the thrill of 

acquiring the new books for school. It was a feeling I shared with all my other cousins 

growing up in the big, shared family home. The seeds of appreciating books were sown 

into our psyches from the outset. But when we were in the early grades of school, it was 

not just that they were books, nor did it matter that they were school books: they were 

new and symbolically stood for the beginning of a new grade. At the same time, I 

remember how I gradually started to look forward to the old books just as warmly. 

Although second-hand, they were still new to me. There was something special, quite 

different affectively, about acquiring these two generations of books. The new books 
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came with a sense of responsibility and anticipation – I had to use them well to succeed 

in my school work. The relationship with the second-hand books grew from a feeling of 

not knowing what Dadu would bring for me every year, a different excitement each 

time.  

As well as the anticipation and excitement at the arrival of these books, both new and 

old, there were also the feelings associated with having to give away the previous year’s 

used books and exercise copies to the second-hand book shops. Over the years, this 

turned out to be a very personal, precious and treasured ritual between me and my 

Dadu. Recalling these annual rituals now, I think the circuits of exchange between us 

and the boipara involved more than the books themselves, and that they expressed 

emotions and sensations that were not just mine. Dadu would take my old books, sell 

them to the book stalls and bring the new books from the book shop for the new grade 

in school. My imagination followed the used books and exercise copies back to the 

boipara, and would remain there with them for a time, among the second-hand book 

stalls.  

In later years I was struck by the very different ways in which the new books were 

bought from the shop by individual customers and the old books were bought by the 

book stall owners from customers-as-sellers. In the case of the new books from the book 

shops, the payment for the books and exercise copies had to be made to the shop based 

on the individual prices of each book. But the second-hand book stall owners bought 

books according to weight, measured on old scales with the weights on one side and the 

books on the other. I have never seen this elsewhere and it strikes me that this may well 

be a practice unique to College Street. It was very common practice among Calcutta’s 

second-hand book stall owners to weigh the total number of books, notes, magazines 

etc. and pay the individual sellers based on the going price of paper per kilogram. 

During my fieldwork I found that this practice continued and there is still no effort 

made to decide on what is useful reading material and what is not, what has book 

market value and what does not. I will discuss this practice further later in this chapter.  

Unlike the book stall owners, Dadu was meticulous in his sorting and storing of reading 

materials like the old newspapers, news magazines, literary and political little 

magazines, periodicals and books that he purchased and collected over time. I often 

wondered how much of all the storing and archiving he did was important; there were 

often complaints from other members of the family about how storage space at home 
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was being used up by useless papers. However, my grandfather always had an 

explanation for this: every year he collected the daily newspapers, news magazines, 

little magazines, periodical and books because he treasured what he read, and he 

believed that all the materials he collected should rightfully go to the second-hand book 

shops and little magazine stalls for others who look for these materials to have access. 

He often described the satisfaction he felt when he sold his collected materials to the 

boipara second-hand book stalls. Even though when I was still in school I was never 

taken to the second-hand book market in College Street, there was a very strong 

relationship that was established through the travels of my school books, exercise copies 

and other materials every year. In many ways my grandfather and I shared our emotions 

about books. Years later, during my university days, I would visit and sit43 in the 

second-hand book stalls that my Dadu used to frequent. I never expected that my books 

would still be found there, but there was a strong sense of remembering the space – 

remembering the boipara that I had never visited at a young age but had imagined 

vividly.  

Mediating the present through the past 
In ‘This, Here, Now: Imagining the Modern City’ (1999, p. 183), James Donald 

wonders ‘what sort of act is it to remember a city, to make the past city present?’ My 

visits to the boipara as a student, as a graduate and as part of this fieldwork, often 

involved remembering the space: recollection of stories, anecdotes, events, moments – 

some of it had happened and some of it was imagination. I realised that the act of 

remembering is not just bringing the memory of the past into the present. It involves a 

close knitting of the imagined and the actual, both experienced in the past. Donald 

observes, ‘notoriously, the vivid events recalled from childhood may or may not have 

taken place, and yet the reworking of the past plays a crucial role in our sense of who 

we are’ (1999, p. 184). This idea of reworking is evident in the experiences and 

memories I describe above: my introduction to, understandings about and imaginings of 

the boipara have been through multiple trajectories. It was never one or another. As I 

remember, the affective resonances that I experienced during my first few visits as a 

college student were a combination of what I had anticipated the boipara to be like 

before I ever visited it and re-imaginings of the multiple stories, anecdotes about it and 

lived experiences of it related by my grandfather and father. This contributed a sort of 
                                                
43 The book stalls, although makeshift and shy of space, often have small wooden stools benches and 
other moveable temporary sitting arrangements inside and around them. These benches, tools etc. are 
often even placed on the footpath close to the stalls.  
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creation of impressions and events to my imagination, bringing into my imaginary life 

recollections of moments that I may not have actually lived in that past time but had 

regularly shared through their storytelling and their lived experiences. There is also a 

very strong material connection – I have often reflected on why it was important for me 

to explore the book stall to which my Dadu sold my second-hand books when I was at 

school. It was almost as if a part of my then self had made the visits to those book stalls 

and to the boipara in general. My later actual visits were thus mediated through a series 

of affective, mobile flows of memories, material associations and cultural, political and 

social associations I had developed with it through the stories I had been told and the 

histories I came across. That is, each time I experienced the space, I engaged in a 

process of reworking that added multiple layers to the fabric of the space through my 

actual presence, my affective imaginings, family history, collective memories, written 

histories and numerous other trajectories of sensorial, intellectual, creative and material 

experiences.  
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Figure 9: A regular morning at the boipara. Both students and book sellers sit on book stall stools.  

Edward Soja’s Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined 

Places (1996) has provided me with useful stopping off points in considering how I 

engage in my own thinking processes. Soja formulates the heterogeneous and shifting 

nature of a ‘thirdspace’ that is ‘transdisciplinary in scope’ (1996, p. 3) and invites a kind 

of thinking spatially where the imagined and the real can co-exist. Soja also revisits 

Lefebvre’s meta-philosophical approach to the ‘trialectics of space’ or the threefold 

dialectics of space (Lefebvre 1991) in which spatial practices, representations of space 

and spaces of representation function together and interact in social spatialisations. Ben 

Highmore’s interpretation and problematisation of Lefebvre’s work provided me with 

the scope for a particular line of inquiry, especially through this observation: ‘In calling 

the lived experience of space “representational space” or “the spaces of representation”, 

Lefebvre insists that experience is conducted in and through representations’ (Highmore 
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1998, p. 288). His use of ‘insists’ gave me pause for thought and invited me to connect 

this with directions in which I was already trying to go. While Lefebvre’s formulation 

allows us to read space in terms of its interdisciplinary movements and its multi-

directional spatial movements, before I commenced this project, I had begun to wonder 

whether it was time to conceptualise differently about ‘representation’ of spatial 

relations, and even time, to escape over-reliance on representational modes of thinking 

as much as that might be possible. This is why Highmore’s work on everyday life, on 

our material and affective interactions with ordinary spaces, spoke to me powerfully 

from the moment I first encountered it, in a course reading during my second Masters. I 

had previously studied literature and film theory and their associated theoretical 

terrains. I was, in other words, steeped in the consumption and theorisation of 

representational practices. Yet when I was invited to consider ‘real’ spaces, those 

practices did not ‘feel’ adequate.  

Between them, Soja, Donald and Highmore suggested various ways through this 

dilemma. What might result if we continually question the representational medium(s) 

we choose to use as we are using them? For example, in the case of this thesis, writing 

about the boipara is representing it. What is the role of thought and imagination in 

disturbing my representations by mobilising different perspectives while I invite readers 

to move through heterogenous spaces with which I am intimately familiar and they are 

not? Does the relationship between thought and imagination direct us to think about and 

practice writing about space in diverse ways? Describing the project of his book, Soja 

writes, ‘simultaneously real and imagined and more (both and also …), the exploration 

of Thirdspace can be described and inscribed in journeys to “real-and-imagined” (or 

perhaps “realandimagined”?) places’ (1996, p. 11). I am specifically interested in the 

relationship between the idea of exploration and inscription of the ‘real-and-imagined’ 

space. I began to envision this process more as reworking, rebuilding, re-imaging and 

re-encountering. This might sometimes be through walking, which I have also referred 

to as wandering, sitting, talking – using the space in real, live time – and sometimes 

through imaginatively representing those experiences in another time. This liberates 

representations of the exploration of city spaces from the necessity of a destination or 

end point, and from any insistence on a fixed ‘reality’. Representing a city space is also 

reimagining it, accepting that it is necessarily undergoing processes of becoming-other 

in itself, in my encounters with it and in my writing about it. That is, given that my 

writing process accepts that it is party to reimagining the city space, it’s not only the 
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city space that is becoming-other but the concepts, procedures and expressions through 

which we understand and picture the city space. 

Between the real and imagined 
In her famous article, ‘Downtown is for People’ (Fortune Magazine, 1958) Jane Jacobs 

wrote: ‘Designing a dream city is easy; rebuilding a living one takes imagination’ 

(Jacobs 1958).44 To focus for a moment on ‘rebuilding’, while Jacobs, is referring to the 

physical process of rebuilding an actual city, for me rebuilding also happens in 

imagination and memory. Focusing on my personal experiences, I notice that every time 

I visit the boipara both in actuality and in my memory, I rebuild – in some way – the 

space-as-experienced. This rebuilding constitutes a ‘poetics of political imagination’ 

(Donald 1999, p. 180). The pluralistic workings of a city are not a problem that needs 

solving, rather the city needs a pluralistic understanding.  

In interacting with the spatiality of the College Street boipara I needed to consider 

whether we might develop a spatial aesthetics that allows imaginations to flourish, 

affects to resonate, objects to become things, memories to influence the making of the 

present. I was also looking for an ontological perspective on myself as local and 

researcher and visitor and writer that might enable me to reflect on my approaches to 

understanding this space while accounting for multiple desires and anxieties; allowing a 

sense of being that has no finality but is always taking place, sometimes drawing from 

imagined and lived memories, both of which are in dialogue with unfolding presents 

and immanent futures. A narrative understanding of space which is in motion, in 

process, ‘always under construction’ and always open to transformation through 

relationality cannot be contained in a fixed framework, structure, foundation or a single 

all-encompassing idea and nor can it be based in any settled ontology.  

                                                
44 In focussing on the rebuilding of some of America’s major cities at that time, Jacobs observed how the 
infrastructural developments would ‘banish the street’ of its function and ‘banish its variety’. Her final 
observations regarding how we can think of visualising, conceptualising and imagining a downtown 
space, or any city space for that matter, was important to my understandings.  
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Figure 10: The boipara – between the real and imagined.  

When I returned to the boipara for my fieldwork, how its spatiality unfolded for me was 

not restricted to that time or to my experiences then. It seemed like a palimpsest of all 

the associations I had made with College Street: as a child and then as a teenager whose 

books were continually bought and sold there; as my grandfather’s granddaughter 

emotionally and affectively linked to the circulation of his books, magazines and 

newspapers (and their part in the knowledge economy of the space); and as a young 

adult when I too came and went, actualising my longstanding imagined relationship 

with the boipara. Exploring the boipara for my research, I had to come to terms with 
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this palimpsest and its many different layers, existing between the space now, me and 

the different senses of its spatiality that I had developed from my many previous 

encounters and the stories I had been told. In addition, I had to make a few other 

admissions to myself: now that I was studying the space, as well as experiencing it 

again, there was a sense of newness, as novelty, and immediacy to my experiences, but I 

also realised that my relationship with the space was at risk of becoming voyeuristic. 

Yet a somewhat voyeuristic role as an observer did not make me a mere spectator in my 

fieldwork process. I quickly noticed that everything I did while studying the boipara 

was also an act of anticipation and remembrance. This involved a sense of simultaneous 

rebuilding of the past and the present. There was, then, no alienation from the space 

involved in my position as researcher and no restriction on my present interaction with 

the space. I was perhaps more like a facilitator or a medium with whom multiple 

dialogues took place, and through whom many rhythms and unfolding(s) passed.  

Donald writes, ‘in order to imagine the unpresentable space, life and languages of the 

city, to make them liveable, we translate them into narratives’ (1999, p. 184). He 

stresses that this production of narratives is not a mere accounting of images or 

imaginations but a ‘projection of multiple selves: past, future, imaginable selves onto 

the cityscapes being recorded’ (p. 189). In this essay Donald develops the idea of 

multiple narratives networking among themselves and the part played by certain 

stylistic elements of novel writing, like form, genre and so on in how cities unfold in 

narratives. He uses Virginia Woolf’s  Mrs. Dalloway and Alfred Doblin’s Berlin 

Alexanderplatz to explore how multiple intersections between the past and the present, 

the imagined and the lived, create a narration that is more than representational. As he 

puts it ‘the urban is mediated through a powerful set of political, sociological, and 

cultural associations’ (p. 179) which are brought to the fore as much through the 

expression as through the narrative per se. Donald’s argument, then, is focussed on how 

the expression and style of the narrative captures the imagined city. My trajectory was 

different. I became interested in encountering the actual surfaces and interfaces in the 

zone where multiple facets of the boipara meet each other as well as encountering 

something of the depths of imaginary and mythic relations, memories and stories out of 

which the boipara emerges. I needed to find a way to recognise and to write about the 

continual negotiations, co-existence and co-belonging of an array of emotional, 

affective, historical, imagined, remembered and lived continuities and disjunctions with 

the mobile and volatile present.  
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This was what excited me most about the possibilities opened out for me by scholars 

such as Jacobs, Donald, Highmore and Massey. If one cannot any longer claim to 

‘represent the real’, how can a richly endowed space like the boipara help one to write 

with, through and from a real that is always already mythic and imaginary; that is 

deeply politicised but refuses to be captured by ‘history’; that one loves and in which 

one’s own memories are implicated? And can the outcome present itself as ‘research’? 

As these aspects of my work settled into some kind of clarity for me, I became even 

more conscious of a sense of my multiplying possible selves: a flattened and linear 

representation of my experience(s) was impossible but what was possible? I began to 

recognise that I needed to find ways of spatialising the boipara to facilitate different 

forms and systems of representation and conceptualisation. I wanted to unravel the 

complexities of the boipara without simplifying them. I needed to approach 

representational forms that uncovered the thick, mobile networks of interactions in the 

space. I also came to realise that the motivation behind writing this thesis was not really 

about representing the College Street second-hand book market itself. Rather, it has 

always been about the possibility of experiencing that space and articulating it 

simultaneously.  

I have often felt that writing about something as a form of documentation or archiving 

or accounting limits the ability of a space such as this to weave narratives and produce 

experiential knowledge over and over again. Indeed, while writing about the stories and 

narratives that I have encountered in and through this space, I have recognised that I am 

also opening up newer avenues of imagination, convergence and change. Spaces never 

really have boundaries that define their identities. Spaces are only identifiable by their 

continuous state of change or flux. Yes, there is repetition and routine embedded within 

everyday spatial practices, but every repetition adds something new to how the 

everyday unfolds. That recognition made the work of Deleuze and Guattari particularly 

important in the development of my thinking. What they prompt me to do is question 

the privilege that comes with constructing the identity of a space. Thus, their 

understanding of difference, especially in their developing of the concept of the 

assemblage through ideas of relationality and difference, becomes vital in how I seek to 

understand the spatial movements of the boipara, including those aspects of it that may 

seem to be distinguished by its repetitions.  
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I am also interested in the emergence of multiple narratives that create the scope for 

identifying a different notion of spatialisation. Thus, my exploration focuses on the 

intersections of the various interactions that occur across time between the material, the 

non-material, the affective, the emotional and much more. It is a question, for me, of the 

plurality of flows of space-and-time. Massey points out that:  

In Bergsonism, Deleuze (1988) denounces what he sees as our 
exclusive preoccupation with extended magnitudes at the expense of 
intensities. As Boundas (1996, p.85) expands this, the impatience is 
with our over-insistent focus on the discrete at the expense of 
continua, things at the expense of processes, recognition at the 
expense of encounter, results at the expense of tendencies… (and lots 
more besides). (Massey 2005, p. 20) 

This strikes a chord with me. The stories, experiences and anecdotes used throughout 

my thesis in unfolding my associations with College Street and the boipara do not 

necessarily fit themselves into any coherent trajectories of time. I set out to narrate 

experiential information in ways that enable the weaving of further connections. In 

relation to what my descriptions in the Introduction and earlier in this chapter, it is clear 

that when I came in contact with the second-hand books that my father and grandfather 

brought to me at a young age, my affective relationship with the boipara was being 

formed in real time while I was reading them. But this sort of experience could not be 

located in a simple, linear version of time. Given their encouragement and how their 

books circulated, I made contact with and began to understand a spatiality before I 

experienced it directly. In sharing with me small, even insignificant stories from their 

memories of College Street, Baba and Dadu were inviting me into their real time 

experiences of the space in the past. As a young adult, when I became a regular of the 

precinct, my experiences were continually informed and shaped by multi-faceted 

successions of affects: those of my past imaginations of the space as a child, those of the 

stories I had heard of the space through Baba and Dadu and those I heard from other 

regulars once I became embedded in the space myself. When I later visited as a 

researcher, the layers across space-and-time deepened, thickened, became richer and 

even more complex.  

The stories I heard about the boipara created a sense of association and familiarity in 

my mind before I ever went there. They were also sometimes food for my imagination. 

When I did go there, I pondered these stories again, imagining in a newly informed way 

what could have been if I had been there at that time. My experience of time when I 
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explored the space as a researcher was quite similar, but not exactly. By then, my 

knowledge of the boipara and of College Street more generally was primarily guided by 

stories that I had encountered, sought out and created, and also informed by how I 

reflected on my earlier acquisition of stories and imaginings as well as how all of my 

early experiences – as a child and as a student – could slide into my current experience 

unexpectedly, at any time, as it were. The ‘dimension’ of the spatiality of the boipara 

had become and is still becoming a complex network produced out of what Massey 

describes as ‘multiple trajectories, a simultaneity of stories-so-far’ (2005, p. 24). Thus, 

the moment we acknowledge that this spatiality is in fact by default a multiplicity of 

duration we liberate the space from the sense of representation that comes with a linear 

and static approach to time. This multiple, reworking and rebuilding of experiential 

knowledge and information seeks a form of expression that is itself liminal and in flux.  

In the following section I examine the potential thinking of the spatiality of the boipara 

as an assemblage. Deleuze and Guattari develop the idea of the assemblage most fully 

in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitialism and Schizophrenia (1987). The concept has been 

picked up in several disciplines, including cultural geography, and used in many 

different ways by different scholars. While some of these appear as points of both 

convergence and departure later in the thesis, for the moment I am using ‘assemblage’ 

in a way that works best in understanding the boipara. To do this, I am engaging in a 

sort of thought experiment: combining a number of lines of thought which have been 

triggered by and through my experiences of the boipara. Rather than applying the 

notion of the assemblage as a readymade concept, I need to trace the various conceptual 

threads that have helped me understand the idea, because that thinking and those threads 

are also part of my engagements with College Street. They are, in other words, already 

bound up in the multiplicity that is the convergence between the boipara and my 

experience and my understanding of it. 

Notes on the Margins 

Day Eleven, reflective and observational notes, August 2016 

While browsing through second-hand books in one of the stalls, I noticed how some of 

the books have notes, personal messages and scribbles on them. I had seen these before 

on the second-hand books at home as well. These are different in every book. Some of 

them are personal notes, some of them are academic and some of them are illegible on 
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account of having different hand-writings. A far cry from the prevalence of sticky notes 

these days, I remember that taking notes on the margins, writing down a passing 

thought was common practice when we grew up and probably even before. I myself 

have these notes and thoughts scribbled all over my books, and have left them on some 

of the second-hand books that I gave up at the boipara. Here on my fieldwork I have 

noticed plenty of notes. The thing about them is that they always make you wander into 

newer, unknown and different avenues, trajectories and trails of thought. However, I 

wondered what the booksellers thought about these. Rajen da, whose book stall has a 

prime position on the footpath outside Calcutta University, provided some fascinating 

stories about these notes. 

  

Figure 11: Rajen da’s book stall is structurally not really a stall. A simple aggregation of books against the outer walls of 
Calcutta University, it comes and goes each day. 
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Rajen da’s comments on people’s additions to books 

Didi, did you know that some books, their stories and their extraordinary writings used 

to be very close companions to the regulars of the 60s, 70s and even the 80s. After 

having read a second-hand book, someone would come and resale it to us. But the 

resale used to happen with a few conditions. They used to let us know exactly who 

would come and get the book next time. It was kind of an informal request from their 

side to sell it to the person they thought would come. Inevitably their partners or 

companions would come later in the evening and buy it back from us. These books 

would have personal often intimate, romantic notes on the first pages or sometimes even 

corners of some pages within the book folded for their partners to discover. But these 

were not the only kind. Sometimes groups of friends who believed in particular 

ideologies or just regulars of our stalls [who] were general avid readers of literature, 

politics, science or philosophy used to take great interest in this kind of circulation. One 

of the main reasons for this is that in boipara you never know what you chance upon. 

Thus, if anyone finds a book, diary or notes that they know is valuable to them or to 

their social circle, they make sure it is circulated. See, for the regulars of the boipara, 

the circulation is important, in fact more important than personal possession. You can 

say that this is a norm of the place. Here everyone shares books. Also, after everyone in 

the group had read the book, it used to be a topic of discussion or adda in the tea-stalls 

and the coffee house.  

Me: Wouldn’t it just be easier if someone bought the book and gifted it to their loved 

ones straight away?’  

Rajen da: No but that is not the point. There is a certain sense of mystery, excitement 

and anticipation that is added to the process of rediscovering these books from the 

stalls again. For lovers and companions, it added a sense of mystery and complexity to 

their romantic communication. For other intellectuals it was a sense of earnestness and 

allegiance to acquiring knowledge. We, the book sellers, often wondered about this and 

laughed amongst ourselves too. For the lovers, it was these sentences or group of words 

that they often dedicated to each other, by writing small notes and scribbles along the 

sides of these pages. Sometimes they would carefully fold the corner of these pages for 

the other person to know, sometimes they would have dry leaves as book marks inside 

them. Some people still do it now, but the practice is not popular anymore.  
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The ways in which the notes, scribbles and the stories on the pages of the second-hand 

books function is like the functioning of the boipara itself. I was used to how the 

students left their study notes as marginalia and scholia. But what Rajen da described 

added yet another dimension that reinforced my sense of the similarities between the 

notes, the books and boipara’s own spatial movements. Like the books themselves, 

their informal contents also become active participants in producing and carrying 

forward narratives, or suggestions of  narratives in and about the space. The book 

sellers, the customers and the second-hand books participate in multiple rhizomic 

movements. Rajen da made clear in his stories about the notes and scribbles on the 

margins of the books’ pages that, despite the fact that it might actually be practical for 

those people who were participating in the circulation simply to buy the books for the 

person they intended to receive them, they chose to use the multiple forms of 

expression, tones, languages and modes of connection that the books offered them in 

order to express themselves.  

These processes are in some ways strikingly similar to how I experience associative 

thinking and imagining through the circulation between my experiential knowledge of 

the boipara and the many different ways in which I encountered it and reflected about 

those encounters as a researcher. I have described how, in visiting the boipara at 

different times, I carried forward bits and pieces of everything I had heard, read, thought 

and imagined about it to inform the experience that I was going to have. When I reflect 

on these books, their writer’s voices, the stories or scholarly discussions within them 

and the notes written about their contents or as a message (or both) by someone – from 

Rajen da’s perspective, with relative frequency for a specific someone else with whom 

they were emotionally or ideologically connected – I wonder whether each of the books 

also informed individual subjectivities and enunciations. I also wonder whether the 

expressions, feelings, affordances and affects left by boipara regulars who choose to 

participate in this rhizomics of books, indicate that they enjoy knowing that their voices 

are part of a multiplicity. Do they resist occupying an individual and singular positions, 

becoming an element in a multiplicity while at the same time taking part in what are, in 

many ways, highly idiosyncratic and individuated shared practices? If, rather than just 

underlining or commenting on things they need to recall in relation to their own studies, 

they are participating in the forms of expression that Rajen da describe, then one 

imagines that they pick up a book they have read, find excerpts, paragraphs lines or 

even words that connect with them on a personal emotional and/or ideological level and 
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use those parts or contents as a means of expression. This form of mobile expression is 

in itself complex and layered, but what interests me most is that all of these regulars, 

through their practices, made the boipara a part of a circulation of emotions, ideas, 

ideologies between people that extends far beyond the boipara yet simultaneously 

carries the boipara beyond itself.  

So, after someone bought these second-hand books, read, connected and made their 

personal notes on them, they brought them back into the stalls, to resell them to the 

book sellers. Most of the time this was with the expectation that their loved ones, close 

friends or ideological comrades would come back to this same staff and buy back that 

same book. It is obvious, that between these people, and between them and the book 

sellers, there was some form of communication and mutual understanding for this to 

happen. Thus, the whole process takes on the aspect of a familiar procedure or routine. 

What, then, was the point of having this kind of ritualistic circulation with and within 

the boipara? On first hearing about these practices, I imagined that perhaps this mode of 

going about things had its roots in a time when it was a safer way to communicate, 

personally or politically – whether it was a relationship, or an oppositional stance to 

certain regimes, that made overt public contact or conversation risky. While it was hard 

to pinpoint the exact motivations, it was clear that the atmosphere, the environment and 

the occupants of the boipara are densely invested in a sense of keeping alive movement 

and active engagement, through sharing knowledge, reading and internalising it, and 

then engaging with it along with friends and companions collectively in the tea-stalls, 

coffee houses and sometimes even inside the book stalls and book stores. For lovers, 

perhaps this circulation was shared more privately, especially if it facilitated a 

relationship that was otherwise not socially and/or culturally acceptable. 

There are a few complex modalities of interaction at play here. First, I note that by 

communicating one’s personal feelings, emotions and views through the second-hand 

books, the regulars are indulging in a complex ‘weaving in of narratives and voices’. 

Second, they are voluntarily engaging in a mode of communication that blurs the lines 

between the real and the imagined. Third, throughout the whole movement of this 

communication, the book sellers, the books and their contents, the participants (that is, 

the friends, comrades or lovers) tread through a path that is characterised by a sense of 

in-betweenness, of knowing and not knowing, of being known and not being known. 

All of this adds to the richness of their relationship with the boipara. They purposefully 

make it a point to involve the books, the stories and information in-between them. For 
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them, the beauty, the excitement, the usefulness, the value was not to achieve clarity or 

singularity in their expression, it was to actively engage and express themselves through 

relatively chaotic, complicated, deliberately messy trajectories of circulation.  

Marginalisation and Resistance: Political Life and the Boipara 
Later, Rajen da provided me with further information that confirmed much of what I 

had guessed after that first conversation about the forms of circulation as 

communication. As Rajen da and, when asked, a few other book stall owners described, 

the various material components of this space often became places for hiding secret 

messages and news to the participants of these movements who were also a part of the 

boipara. As it turned out, then, second-hand books, the shelves and racks of these stalls 

and even some of the cupboards of the book stores were crucial modes of 

communication during India’s struggle for independence, the emergence of the 

Swadeshi movement and later during the Naxalite Movement.  

The College Street boipara, was the hotbed of intellectual, political and socio-cultural 

public discourse when, in the nineteenth century, Bengal experienced what is now 

known as the Bengal Renaissance. As the social conscience of Calcutta intellectual class 

increasingly questioned many Indian orthodoxies, including child marriage, the dowry 

system, female infanticide and other caste and religion-based prejudices, some of the 

most prestigious educational institutions including the Presidency College (now 

University) and the Calcutta University were being established in the boipara precinct. 

Ironically, while Bengal was undergoing a socio-cultural and political revolution based 

in adoption of values and aspirations learnt from Britain and Europe, its hunger and 

determination towards achieving Independence from Britain was also gaining 

momentum. Bengal also underwent the first round of ‘partition’ that divided the state 

into two halves. Bengal in the West (with the majority of the population being Hindus) 

and East Bengal, including Assam (with majority of the population being Muslims, or 

as the British liked to call them, Muhammadans). Lord Curzon, the then viceroy, had 

ordered such a division in order to create what was clearly a coldly calculated religious 

division between the people of Bengal that would, he hoped, eventually benefit the 

British Raj. The aim was to weaken the rapidly growing intellectual and sociopolitical 

strength of Bengal. However, this classic colonial ‘divide and rule’ policy provoked 

what would eventually seal the fate of the British Raj in India: the emergence of The 

Swadeshi Movement that demanded the immediate repeal of the partition claiming that 



 123 

‘the people of Bengal are culturally one and indivisible’ (Chatterjee 1999, p. 112). The 

students, the intellectuals and the general public of Calcutta made College Street and the 

boipara their refuge as well as a place for creating strategy. It is surely from these times 

that the boipara became and remains so deeply involved and active in the political and 

socio-cultural movements of the city and the state.  

The boipara, both structurally and metaphorically has played a significant role in most 

of the political uprisings of the city then and since. Structurally, the labyrinthine layout 

of the material components of the space created a perfect environment for having secret 

meetings and finding shelter during police raids and similar. For example, there are 

numerous stories about how the coffee house, the classrooms and the canteens within 

Presidency College, Medical College and Calcutta University became places where 

activist academics, young scholars, students and youth in general were given shelter 

from the political establishment.  

There are many stories that circulate in living memories of the book sellers, and older 

regulars of the boipara about how the book shop and book stall owners were equally 

complicit in letting the Naxalites use their space for secret political meetings, plans and 

protests, as Calcutta became the home city for that movement in the early 1970s. The 

Naxalite Movement began on May 25th, 1967 in a small village in Bengal called 

Naxalbari. Led by Charu Majumdar and Kanu Sanyal among others, this movement 

fought for the rights of landless peasants in Bengal and gradually in the rest of the 

country. Aligning themselves to the radical left Maoist ideology of China at that time, 

the movement proposed taking up of arms against the government as a part of their 

struggle. At an alarmingly fast pace the movement spread from Naxalbari and its 

surrounding villages to the streets of Calcutta. Before the Naxalite Movement fizzled 

out in mid 70s, Calcutta remained its centre. As during the independence movement, 

from the nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, the students, scholars and the 

regular intellectuals of the College Street area became active leaders of the Naxalite 

movement in the city, and the boipara became a hub for its clandestine activities. 

Presidency College was considered to be the headquarters of the Naxalite militants. 

However, numerous book stores and publishing houses, book stalls, the coffee house, 

the hostels and canteens of Medical College, Presidency College, Sanskrit College and 

Calcutta University also experienced random and often illegal raids by government 

forces. Both my father and my grandfather were active participants of these movements 
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and it is from them that I developed a rich sense of how the boipara as a space has been 

a crucial agent of political uprising and change. 

It was the youth of the universities and colleges in College Street who left their 

education and future to fight for the landless peasants of their country. Professor Shoma 

Das, who is now a reader in Nagpur University, recounts in an article in the Times of 

India45 that when her father explained to her who the Naxalites were, all she wanted to 

do was to find Naxals at Presidency University. Years later, she would marry a factory 

worker and live in a chawl. The romanticism of being anti-establishment, education at 

Presidency College and the seeds of asking questions for the oppressed became a way 

of life for her. There are countless other instances in urban folklore, anecdotes and 

popular stories about how College Street came to inspire and support the radical 

political movements of the city. However, whatever we might try to connect in terms of 

a continuous lineage of events and significant people in those events, for my purposes 

what matters is, quite simply, that something has imparted a unique character to the 

boipara. That ‘something’  is connected to the books; the rich cultivation and 

circulation of knowledge that has long interacted with the young minds of the students 

of the surrounding universities, colleges and schools, and sparked their need to ask 

questions about socio-cultural and political realities. In the boipara, those realities are, it 

seems, inescapably interwoven with myths and memories to such an extent that 

personal, family, group, community, urban and national histories become as much a part 

of the myths as the myths become part of how histories are ‘recalled’. 

I recognised from my first visits to it, perhaps even before then, that how the College 

Street boipara functions is grounded in unpredictable, spontaneous interactions, 

understandings, commitments, and informal contracts and conversations between the 

various human, material and narrative components that contribute to and constitute the 

space across time. These alliances and connections are characterised by passion and 

fuelled by all kinds of affective relations. They are, therefore, best explored using tools 

for thinking that facilitate the production of non-representational, or at the very least not 

solely representational, mappings of the space as assemblage. This needs to be 

informed by Deleuze and Guattari’s reminders, discussed earlier, to ‘make a map, not a 

tracing’ and that ‘what distinguishes the map from the tracing is that it is entirely 
                                                
45 Times of India, ‘The 70’s Rebels’, Jyoti Punwani. Oct 10, 2009  
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/5109980.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_mediu
m=text&utm_campaign=cppst 
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oriented toward an experimentation in contact with the real’ (1987,  pp.12-13). Not only 

does that passage stress that a map part of a rhizome, but any rhizome is itself a map. 

Further, once again avoiding the risk of binary oppositions and exclusive disjunctions, 

we must always put our tracings back on the map. That is, in the case of the boipara, 

what we are able to understand as the ‘formal’ history of the precinct consists of 

numerous tracings that inform the map we are making, as, too, do myths, anecdotes, 

memories as well as the magazines and newspapers, the books, marginalia, scholia and 

enigmatically embedded love messages participating in the apparently continuous 

circulation to and from the boipara and the book stalls and stall holders who daily 

construct it. In these ways, of course, the rhizomes that can be discerned forming and 

moving within the space, taking off from it and returning to it, connecting to and 

disconnecting from each other, themselves become part of the assemblages that form 

between the book shops and book stalls and coffee house and tea stalls of the boipara 

and College Street and its Universities and Colleges and the areas surrounding College 

Street and the people who move through all of these regularly and occasionally and the 

city as a whole and so on. 

For Deleuze and Guattari, rhizomes and assemblages are co-constitutive and 

assemblages are in turn co-constitutive. In relation to living things, Claire Colebrook 

explains assemblage thus:  

All life is a process of connection and interaction. Any body or thing 
is the outcome of a process of connection. A human body is an 
assemblage of genetic material, ideas, powers of acting and relation to 
other bodies… There is no finality, end or order that would govern 
assemblage as a whole; the law of any assemblage is created from its 
connections. (2002, p. xx)  

The boipara is characterised by temporary and ongoing encounters and co-existences of 

many, many narratives and materialities and subjectivities and bodies and experiences. 

The movements involved in rhizomes and assemblages frequently operate across 

multiple strata in multiple directions with multiple continuities and discontinuities. So 

why does any assemblage form? As Deleuze and Guattari address this question of 

process, it is a matter of passions and desires: 

Assemblages are passional, they are compositions of desire. Desire 
has nothing to do with a natural or spontaneous determination; there is 
no desire but assembling, assembled, desire. The rationality, the 
efficiency of an assemblage does not exist without the passions the 
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assemblage brings into play, with the desires that constitute it as much 
as it constitutes them. (1987, p. 399) 

Part of the compositional motivation for the boipara stems from the strong sense of 

intellectual engagement and affection we have noticed between the regulars and the 

boipara; the processes that the regular book buyers use involving various kinds of 

attachments – as demonstrated by my Dadu, for example – with second-hand books, 

their contents and their toing and froing from the boipara; the commitment of the book 

sellers themselves to their occupation, their regular customers, their books and the 

boipara’s place in the life of Calcutta; and in some instances such as Rajev da and 

others talked about, relations with the circulation of book that are actuated through a 

strong sense of passion in the form of emotional,  political or ideological commitments. 

However, there is also a strong desire connected to being-there, propelling a sense of 

movement that continues to bring the material parts and the participants of the boipara 

together. The connections that each of these parts and participants make are rhizomic. 

Through the course of each of these movements, their purposeful and random points of 

specificity meet, creating affective connections.  

A rhizome, we must recall, comes from the milieu, referring to the middle, the in-

between. The middle is thus the generative space from which other movements take off, 

perhaps causing ruptures, perhaps coming back around (a rhizome always returns to 

itself), perhaps making new connections. This generative ferment means that the overall 

movements of a space do not cease or fall silent, and it is very difficult indeed to 

suppress or silence them. Rather, there is continual production of significant points of 

departure and connection so that new connections are always immanent. Assemblage is 

therefore always taking place, shifting, reconnecting, about to take place in different 

ways on different trajectories and so on. For example, when the contents of the second-

hand books become active participants in the kinds of communication processes 

discussed above, the lines or words that are dedicated from one person to another 

become modes of enunciation and potential points of connection. In exploring notions 

of collective assemblage, Deleuze and Guattari stress when it comes to language as 

expression, to matters of signification and subjectification, it is not the individual but 

the social that matters. Noting that ‘relatively few linguists have analyzed the 

necessarily social character of enunciation’, they continue: 

The problem is that it is not enough to establish that enunciation has 
this social character, since it could be extrinsic; therefore too much or 
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too little is said about it. The social character of enunciation is 
intrinsically founded only if one succeeds in demonstrating how 
enunciating in itself implies collective assemblages. It then becomes 
clear that the statement is individuated, and enunciation subjectified, 
only to the extent that an impersonal collective assemblage requires it 
and determines it to be so. (1987, pp. 79-80) 

In the case of the circulation of communications via a person’s purchase, resale to the 

same stall holder, different person’s purchase, different person’s inscription or mark and 

resale in the same stall with the tacit understanding of the bookseller as to the next 

purchaser and so on, there is a ‘collective assemblage’ that pre-exists any particular 

exchange of this kind and at the same time emerges from every exchange of this kind. 

However, it can hardly be considered to be ‘impersonal’, informed as it is by 

understandings between various people who undertake different roles in the circulation. 

It is, nevertheless, indisputably social. Such movements of enunciative acts via the 

books are themselves different elements of a collective assemblage in a particular parts  

of the social (e.g. couples, political groups, friendship groups etc) while the boipara as 

a space is also a collective assemblage of which the many different social arrangements 

producing the circulation of modes of enunciation are in turn a part, as are the stalls, the 

books, the street, the movements of books and people and many kinds of knowledge in 

many forms to and from College Street. All of these communications, exchanges, tacit 

and formal encounters, material, embodied, intellectual, political and affective, make 

multiplicities. That is, just as multiplicities make connections so too do connections 

make multiplicities. This obvious characteristic of complex spaces highlights the 

massive degree of over-simplification necessarily involved in attempts to reduce the 

complexity for the sake of analysis using particular representational strategies that take 

the form of ‘tracings’ in Deleuze and Guattari’s sense.  

But to return to the fascinating forms of communication that Rajen da explained to me, 

when the  person for whom a particular second-hand book is destined picks it up and 

reads the lines, there is a dynamic point of connection which might at once be thought 

of as a both pause and a rupture, during which new noticings can take place, things 

which are immanent can become real. This one moment in the middle of the complexity 

of the boipara is grounded in desire, passion, intellectual, political and/or emotional 

investment depending on the reason/s for the communicative exchange. The potential 

rhizomic connections implied by the enunciation or expression in the specific pages, 

sentences or words have been made particularly meaningful and at the same time they 



 128 

impel further rhizomic connections. They become potential, even probable enablers of 

departure. In due time, a predictable destination for those books, the notes in their 

margins, the underlined phrases, is that they will become part of someone else’s lived 

reality. If those enunciations do acquire an individuated, subjectified meaning – insofar 

as the ‘impersonal collective assemblage’ at that time ‘requires it and determines it to be 

so’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 80) it will occur because the books and the 

underlining and inscriptions in them enable lines of flights. While continuously 

changing its own nature, any assemblage also enables such lines of departure that have 

the effect of continually creating newer stories, narratives and affective which ‘diffuse’ 

from the milieu in the moment of rupture (Deleuze and Guattari 1987).  

Just as assemblages are products of and producers of connections within and beyond 

themselves, so the assemblage as a thinking tool becomes useful when it enables the 

researcher to notice how certain movements involved in pauses and ruptures, 

connections and disconnections, open out potentials for further actual and imaginative 

encounters and engagements.  

Street names and associative narratives  
As well as the major buildings and stalls in the boipara, the College Street area also has 

a park with a public swimming pool, in an area called College Square. The name 

‘College Square’ is also usually extended to take in the streets and lanes on the eastern 

and western sides of the park. This group of streets has a number of significant 

buildings including the University Institute, Mahabodhi Society Hall, the Theosophical 

Society building and The Student’s Hall. These additional buildings of the education 

quarter act as the border delineating the College Street precinct as a whole.  

It is an interesting yet very common characteristic of Calcutta that over time many 

streets, lanes and by-lanes have found themselves with multiple names: sometimes they 

retain their colonial hangover by holding onto the English names. The street on the 

southern side of the College Square park is called Mirzapur Street, although as one 

moves west it is known as Kolutola, while further along to the west the name changes 

again to Canning Street. People have their own preferences, too, regarding how they 

name portions of this street. It is impossible to pin down a single reason as to why 

different sections of the street have different names. The reasons are varied and multiple 

because the affective associations that people have with these spaces are also varied and 

multiple.  
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During my field work I became involved in a casual conversation with a bystander in 

this area. At the time I was conducting an interview with a stationery shop owner about 

the emergence of stationery shops and their co-existence with established book stalls. 

The owner observed that this had occurred as a gradual progression rather than a sudden 

proliferation. He also pointed out that since students need stationery, the growth in 

stationery shops was inevitable. The stationery shops, though, are spread along the 

Kolutola area, the part of the street most often known by its Bengali name. Our 

conversation turned to the multiple names for parts of the same street and the 

implications of this. In another example of the unpredictability of what can become 

‘data’, it was then that the bystander joined in. 

Comments from a bystander  

Didi, I have been overhearing your conversation for a while. I have been a regular of 
this space for a long time as I work in one of the paper binding factories nearby. A part 

of my job is to come to these stationery shops every day to supply notebooks and 

exercise copies to these shops every other day. I have noticed that very rarely do people 

associate these names of the same street because of the literal purpose of a street name. 

There are so many ways to remember a street name other than that. Like I know some 

people will never call Kolutola, Canning Street. It is because of a language sentiment. If 

you ask why, they point out Kolutola being a Bengali name makes way more sense to 

them than Canning Street. It’s Bengali, not only in its literal existence but also in its 

historical, cultural essence. It gives a homely feeling to the street. I have heard endless 

number of people stand on the corner of the footpath of this street and argue in an 

evening adda session over cha and cigarette, as to why it makes more sense to call 

Kolutola than Canning Street. On the other hand, there are so many others who would 

rather call the same space Canning Street. The British have left us long ago, but some 

people love to hold on to the memory of the same. They wonder how the name came into 

existence: who may have named it, was there ever a Lord Canning? [laughs]: just about 

anything to get them going with the adda. However, my point is, didi, I don’t think you 

can find a single reason behind this idea of multiple names for the same street.  

Here we can see that the coexistence of multiple names for the same street demonstrates 

the social character of the boipara, made readable through a collective assemblage of 
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enunciation46. To break this down, let us consider the ontological fabric of the boipara. 

There are a number of layers of ‘being the boipara’ that are at work here. In terms of 

the physical structure of the space, as the book stall owner observes, there is always a 

proliferation, extension, gathering, alignment and growth of the contours of the boipara 

by virtue of everyday usage and the realities of consumption. The boundaries of the 

space keep changing. Some like to acknowledge the growth and sprawl as a crucial part 

of the space. Some do not. There is no clearly demarcated boundary of this space, it is 

‘generative’ and it is subject to relational understanding (MacFarlane 2011, p. 650). 

Thus, on the physical level, exactly which streets, lanes or by-lanes constitute the 

boipara is relational, socially fluid, subjective and also idiosyncratically and 

ideologically personal to everyone who uses this space. Each of these streets have 

numerous historical, political and cultural stories attached to them. They have come to 

mean and/or be emblematic of different ideas for different people.  

For some, the street of the stationery shops is always going to be Kolutola and for others 

it will be Canning Street. For these people, their sense of place-making will depend on 

their own collection of personal stories. There is no sense of conflict or duality in the 

existence of two (and possibly more) street names. During my fieldwork, I found myself 

in a kind of nomenclature ‘in-between’ in which I did not have to choose between the 

two names. I was simply being made aware of the existence of multiple, small everyday 

understandings of one of many parts of the boipara. Because I had not previously given 

this much thought, this knowledge has now spilled into my own previous understanding 

of the boipara and invited me to ask further questions. For example, after I was made 

aware of the existence of multiple names of the stationery street, I kept wondering, 

‘how many other such sites of multiple names exist in the boipara?’. I kept thinking of 

the many new and different ways in which my spatial engagement with the boipara 

could activate and unravel the existence of my personal accounts of placemaking and 

those of others. In ‘The City as Assemblage: dwelling and urban space’, exploring the 

potential of the assemblage as a conceptual tool through which to think about city space, 

Colin MacFarlane writes:  

Assemblage orientates the researcher to the multiple practices through 
which urbanism is achieved as a play of the actual and the possible, 

                                                
46 In Chapter Six I explore how certain words, and parts of compound words, that characterise the 
language of the space, like the boi and the para, facilitate ‘incorporeal transformations’ within the space. 
In doing so I explore how the boipara function as a collective assemblage of enunciation. 
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and as such resonates with the broader histories of critical theory and 
critical urbanism… 

Its object is therefore the emergent, the processual, and the material, 
the city that is being made through the active and disparate labour and 
resource that aligns in particular ways and that is constantly subject to 
being imagined and lived differently (2011, p. 649-67).  

The boipara as assemblage, or several interimplicated assemblages, continually creates 

these movements of real conditions of possibilities, lines of flight, moments that impel 

creation of newer narratives. The sensations, affects, ideas or imaginings produced by 

such interactions are not limited to their immediate interpretation: their power lies in 

their openness to being perceived in innumerable ways. This in turn makes possible a 

plethora of newer narratives that can immediately destabilise the existing assemblage 

and open it to further connections.  

Being open to deploying the concept of assemblage as a thinking tool necessitates 

becoming comfortable with realising that one is setting out to produce multiple ways of 

thinking about spaces as well as the circumstances, events and impacts of their 

becoming-otherwise. Simultaneously, the same openness ensures that one notices how 

assemblages make multiplicities by becoming open to more stories, anecdotes, 

experiences, events, interactions and connections. To notice is to become alert to what 

is immanent as well as what is redundant. In the boipara production of multiplicities 

takes place through the booksellers, buyers, everyday regulars and visitors; the material, 

affective and sensorial components; and the distinct languages, idioms and other modes 

of enunciation that characterise the space. As a researcher who understands the potential 

of my work to be disruptive-and-productive, my own thinking, conversing and writing 

processes become implicated in how the assemblage might (and might not) change; how 

the circulation of pluralities of many kinds connect (and do not connect) with each 

other. In drawing attention to these many components of the boipara and to how one 

can work with it/them as an assemblage my purpose, then, is not simply to 

present/represent (and thus ‘demonstrate’) the complexity and richness of what is there 

and what happens there. It is also and importantly to indicate the extent to which the 

movements of people – including me as insider, participant and researcher – and 

people’s memories,  experiences, myths, personal and cultural narratives, meetings and 

communications, become part of the happening; part of the eventness of the space. 

Everything constituting and participating in the boipara as assemblage impels it – 

habitually, routinely – to reiterate its movements, events and intensities while also 
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creating ruptures or disjunctures, either occasionally or frequently, depending on social 

and political circumstances across time. So everything and everybody is implicated in 

assembling, reassembling and producing new assemblages within or beyond the 

assemblage/s that one has noticed.  

Thus, with regard to Rajen da’s account of various kinds of ‘clandestine’ book 

circulation in which  booksellers were/are complicit, the question that enables us to 

understand the spatial movements of the boipara as assemblage is not, ‘what do these 

second-hand books or their contents represent?’ It is rather, ‘what do these second-hand 

books do?’ This opens to other questions such as, ‘how do they activate the space?’ 

‘How does this impact on how the assemblage forms new connections; transforms; 

produces further assemblages?’ Similarly, the multiple names for streets and lanes in the 

boipara and neighbouring precincts, and the multiple strands of stories, histories and 

myths variously used to ‘explain’ those names, don’t simply provide insight into 

various perspectives about history and culture thus providing insights into how 

historical events and socio-cultural networks intersect in urban space. The names and 

their many subjective associations activate those everyday lanes and by-lanes in ways 

that make them performative of the space, its stories, its movements and its connections 

within and beyond itself.  

In a conversation with Foucault in 1972, part of which was concerned with the 

problematics of relations between theory and practice, and the implications of these for 

questions of representation, Deleuze remarked, ‘[r]epresentation no longer exists; 

there’s only action – theoretical action and practical action which serve as relays and 

form networks’ (Deleuze in Bouchard ed. 1977, p. 207). It seems to me that we can 

understand the active circulation that boipara regulars participated in by making the 

contents of the second-hand books part of their lived experience in the space and 

beyond it, as an example of ‘practical action’ that enables me to make observations 

about it in relation to ‘theoretical action’. There is a relay produced and new networks 

created between practice and theory as well as between practice and affect; practice and 

politics; practice and ideology, which become part of how the boipara understands and 

mythologises – even theorises – itself across time and space. The capacity of the 

contents of the second-hand books to interact with other components of the space 

imparts a sense of agility and mobility to the overall communication process. Thinking 

through assemblages thus ‘allows us to attend to how these often disparate activities 

become entangled with one another, but nonetheless have potential agency beyond 
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those interactions which may later become parts in other assemblages’ (Anderson et al 

2012, p. 173). When we think of going to the boipara, the first activity that comes to 

mind is either buying or selling books or other materials. We do not necessarily take 

into account the act of getting to the boipara or the anticipation that builds up during the 

movement towards the space, then, once we reach the boipara we start to attune 

ourselves to its existing interactions, rhythms and movements. We interact not only with 

the books but also the booksellers; we think of sitting in the book stall or spending time 

in the coffee house. All of these decisions, arrangements and rearrangements of 

expectations and plans, on the surface may seem ‘disparate’, but they are all entangled, 

informing our senses, our movements, and hence our reactions in the space. 

In his translator’s introduction to A Thousand Plateaus, Massumi observes that: 

A concept is a brick. It can be used to build the courthouse of reason. 
Or it can be thrown through the window. (1987, p. xiii). 

Tools build, repair and extend things and also deconstruct, undo, and demolish things. 

The concept of assemblage, like any tool, is, then, an active means to assist us in 

building, dismantling and rebuilding things, structures, situations and ideas. Tools only 

exist because of their uses: we invent them for their capacities. Assemblages as thinking 

tools enable newer connections and modes of thinking while also changing themselves. 

Sites, spaces, places, people, activities, routines, material things, institutions, grand 

buildings and ramshackle structures, histories, memories and stories are all there in the 

College Street precinct. However, they are not in fact there as an assemblage, or a 

collection of interconnected assemblages, until we notice their potentials to be there as 

such, and to be productive and disruptive once apprehend in that way. Unlike tools 

whose basic configuration changes little across time-and-space due to the specificities 

of their uses – knives, stirrups, the ladder, the screwdriver, the hammer – assemblages 

are conceptual tools which inevitably change and changes themselves in the moment of 

becoming-tools, of making connections; that is, of generating consequences. 

Assemblages are fragmentary because they are produced by what we notice as present-

and-immanent. They are always in transition, characterised by the connections they can 

make with an exterior continuously transforming due also to being characterised by 

fragments, fissures and ruptures. Such processes of relationality are why assemblages 

become apparent and are always becoming-multiple. Thus, ‘the assemblage’ cannot be 

treated as a pre-existing framework that would fit the boipara in order to delineate its 
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contents, its boundaries and how we can represent it. Rather, the concept of assemblage 

is relevant to the boipara because we recognise it as a valuable tool that can help us to 

work with and write about the complex nature of such a space. We could say that in this 

thesis ‘assemblage’ acts as a conceptual consequence that enables other conceptual 

strands to emerge from my consideration of the space, its movements and its 

significance for the city in which it is situated. 

Writing as assemblage 
Deleuze also observes in his 1972 conversation with Foucault, ‘a theory does not 

totalise; it is an instrument for multiplication and it also multiplies itself’ (in Bouchard 

ed., 1977). Through this thesis, and using the assemblage as a conceptual tool to 

recognise and work the multiple stories, experiences and movements of the boipara, I 

am hoping to determine the kinds of multiplications I can explore in writing the space. 

The convergence, then, is between the boipara and my responses to it rather than 

attempts on my part to analyse or synthesise its ‘parts’. That is, as has always been the 

case with my experience of College Street (whether personally or while studying it) the 

potentials of narratives and imaginaries take precedence over questions of temporality, 

theorisation, representation and so on. This creates scope for the boipara as a space to 

converse with the assemblage as a concept. 
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Figure 12: Early morning in the boipara – the book stall owners organise for business  

In the opening chapter of A Thousand Plateaus, ‘Introduction: Rhizome’, Deleuze and 

Guattari observe that:  

A book has neither subject nor object; it is made of variously formed 
matters, and very different dates and speeds. To attribute the book to a 
subject is to overlook this working of matters, and the exteriority of 
their relations… In a book, as in all things, there are lines of 
articulation or segmentarity, strata and territories; but also lines of 
flight, movements of deterritorialization and destratification. 
Comparative rates of flow on these lines produce phenomena of 
relative slowness and viscosity, or, on the contrary, of acceleration 
and rupture. All this, lines and measurable speeds, constitutes an 
assemblage. A book is an assemblage of this kind, and as such is 
unattributable. It is a multiplicity – but we don’t know yet what the 
multiple entails when it is no longer attributed, that is, after it has been 
elevated to the status of a substantive. (1987, p. 4).  

Since I am writing a doctoral thesis, I cannot escape the matter of attribution of the 

work to a subject who is the writer, me. However, these observations nevertheless 

provide challenging ideas regarding what the dimensions of any assemblage might be. 
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How can my writing about the boipara make contact with the multiplicities (1987, p. 4) 

that comprise the space, most of which are in effect ‘unattributable’? In finding a way to 

write about the boipara I needed to recognise that my experiences of College Street 

were, from the beginning, always multiple. As described earlier, the already numerous 

connections between the boipara and me long before I had visited the place were 

marked out through the mobility of books (and other publications) into and out of our 

house and the affective associations produced by stories and experiences tied to those 

books and those movements. My experiences were amalgamations of what I heard and 

what I imagined the boipara to be. I was continuously making and remaking my present 

and my past, knitting or weaving them in various ways. Years later when I returned to 

the space as a researcher, I encountered a multiplicity of other stories from the lived and 

imagined experiences of others who had formed and nurtured their own relationships to 

the space, and continued to do so. These are some of the myriad threads and lines out of 

which the boipara is continually produced. This space, with all its multiplicities, is 

integral to the character of Calcutta as a city; it is unique in its physical composition. 

However, it would be mistaken to conceptualise the assemblage as a mere aggregate of 

these threads, lines and layers. 

Like Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding of the book, the spatiality of the boipara is 

not held together by any fixed physical contours or boundaries, nor by any of its 

material circumstances or contents, because it is always already connected to many 

different exteriorities. It is simply a market space in the heart of the city. Apart from the 

regulars, who come to linger and meet there, innumerable people walk past this precinct 

every day. Yet when one crosses from Mahatma Gandhi Road (if coming from the north 

side of the city) or Bowbazar (from the southern side of the city) one becomes part of 

the lines and movements that carry the multiple workings of the boipara. These roads 

are not boundaries that produce a sort of vessel, and these lines and movements do not 

become interactions whereby everything automatically works harmoniously with 

everything else. In fact, the boipara as assemblage is quite the opposite. Its terms are 

relational, but as far as Deleuze and Guattari are concerned relationality is always 

characterised by exteriority – connections that occur with and between outsides 

(DeLanda 2006, p. 10). This indicates that the individual components, in the form of 

bodies, objects, buildings, books, stories etc., that comprise the assemblage maintain 

their autonomy in whatever connections they make. Further, their individual 
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characteristics, lines and properties never add up to an overall interaction identifying the 

assemblage (DeLanda, 2006).  

This is why I make no effort to reduce my experiences, field notes, stories, narratives, 

anecdotes and theoretical explorations to a single set of relations. They are productive. 

As I have already insisted, the assemblage has proved an especially useful conceptual 

tool because of its capability to produce further interactions, narratives and trajectories, 

and clearly this carries into my writing. There could never be any guarantee that the 

bystander at the stationery shop would have been there at the right time to overhear my 

conversation with the owner about memories of the street and the reasons for its several 

names. Obviously, it would be possible to document innumerable interactions at that 

corner of the street every day, even at the same time, and the connections and their 

implications would differ each time. Assemblages are characterised by their 

heterogeneity, and complexity which is underlined by the unpredictability of events on 

the street corner. As I write this thesis, engaging affectively with the spatiality of the 

boipara, to what extent do I create opportunities for the spatiality of the boipara to 

change as an assemblage? What new and different imaginings, narratives, perspectives 

and thoughts come into play for those who read this work? It is my understanding that 

since assemblages are changed continuously through the affects they produce, there is 

no end, no conclusion, to the writing of a space of this kind. There are only 

opportunities for invitations to take further and further the and thriving stories, 

experiences and multiple threads of thought. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: Materiality and Things in the Boipara 

What is preserved – the thing or the work of art – is a bloc of 
sensations, that is to say, a compound of percepts and affects.  

Deleuze and Guattari 1994, p. 164 
 

Affective Resonances 
Writing about the boipara I notice some curious movements, oscillations and 

transportations in my imaginative engagements with the space. They never take place in 

one or two directions, pause on one or two preoccupations. They take place in multiple 

directions and intersect with formal and informal buildings, with multiple aspects of 

infrastructure and materiality. They are neither stable nor static, which is to be 

expected… memory, after all, is a malleable and constantly changing process – and so 

too, therefore, is the real. Each shapes and reshapes the other. 

During my writing, when I think back, reflect upon, reconsider and re-evaluate my 

experiences of the boipara, I readily find myself navigating through the streets, lanes, 

by-lanes; leafing through the books; sometimes pausing to sit on the wooden stools 

inside the book stalls; breathing in the smoggy air; listening to the familiar chatter; 

registering the sounds from the cobbled road. The tram passes every fifteen minutes, 

cutting through the heart of College Street. Now and then groups of students and 

scholars enter and leave the universities, however none of them leave the precinct. They 

always linger around in the area, sometimes heading to the coffee house or the tea stall; 

sometimes hovering around the book stalls engaging in casual conversations. I feel as if 

I vividly recall these everyday movements. Yet, while I am sure that some of my 

memories recapture exact experiences, I am aware that others seem real although they 

are almost certainly imagined and seamlessly interspersed with the experiential 

memories.  

My field notes about particular interactions with people and things in the boipara invite 

me to re-experience in many ways; to feel and re-imagine the atmospherics, sounds, 

colour, dust of the days in which those interactions took place. However, something 

more than memory stirs when I start to write about them: I start to conjecture. I 

therefore realise that I need to consider the question of wondering what could have 

been; the directions in which the conversations, the recognitions, the observations might 
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have gone if I had stayed a bit longer. What would I have noticed if I had been there on 

the days and times that I ‘missed out’? What if I was there now? I used the expression 

‘missed out’ because it is clear to me that any city space is constantly in motion, 

constantly producing and reproducing its narratives, its memories, just as we do as 

individuals and groups. Since I first found myself immersed in College Street in the 

past, and on multiple further occasions, my thoughts-in-motion were frequently filled 

with a sense of immediacy and a sense of anxiety that there might be something I was 

missing out on, failing to notice, that could make this experience richer, this memory 

more valuable.  
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Figure 13: Overflowing piles of second-hand books take over the boipara’s footpaths.  

Once I began to visit College Street as fieldwork, that is, for the purposes of research, I 

might have become even more worried about the possibility – indeed the likelihood – 

that I would ‘miss out’ on something important. This might have made my movements 

more purposeful and my observations more attentive. Indeed, for a very brief time, it 

did. However, as I described in the opening paragraphs of Chapter Three, in my actual 

encounters in and with the field, this soon changed, and it continued to do so. 

Throughout my research from then on, and especially since I have been writing this 

thesis, I have reconsidered and repositioned that mixture of immediacy and anxiety, 

replacing it with recognition of the benefits of constant, flexible movement and of 

conjecture; of happenstance and imagination. I have understood the productive value of 

casting around in what has been, what is and what is immanent to what is – that is, what 

is becoming-otherwise.  

Wandering and wondering have therefore emerged as important aspects of what I have 

called mobile thought practice. In such a rich field of differences as the boipara, 

wandering and wondering both take place in-between, in the milieu – that generative 

middle from which rhizomes emerge, and around which they connect, transform, 

reconnect, assemble, rupture, take off in lines of flight away from oppression or stability 

towards open terrain (if only temporarily until new connections begin to occur...) 

I have, then, realised how significant it is that my writing is informed by more than 

what I can confidently identify as ‘actual’ lived experiences in the ‘real’ context of the 

forms, colours, textures, sounds and smells of the material components of the boipara 

and the routines, histories, anecdotes and relationships of its human occupants. These 

additional elements readily become points of departure for new insights, new 

recognitions about how things are burgeoning, connecting, assembling or escaping. The 

movements and events in such a churn of connections and disconnections are acts or 

accidents of creative excess that produce something. We can think of this ‘something’ 

precisely as Deleuze and Guattari do in the epigraph to this chapter: ‘What is preserved 

– the thing or the work of art – is a bloc of sensations, that is to say, a compound of 

percepts and affects.’  

The unsettling of the ‘real’ and of our connections to place by the apparently 

untrustworthy interventions of memory and imagination raise a further question: when 

we identify as being a part of a space, for example a regular or, like me, a regular-
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becoming-researcher, with what do we most associate? What is preserved through our 

past experience that resonates through the present and anticipates future encounters in 

that space? And does that which is preserved add to our sense of belonging to the 

space? Does it help to frame our stories about ourselves in ways that extend our sense of 

belonging, taking it into other places, other experiences? As a consequence of these 

questions and scholarly work such as Elspeth Probyn’s (1996) I cannot understand the 

concept of ‘belonging’ as a static experience. Rather, it has become for me a sort of a 

licence to imagine. When you belong to a space your experiences are enabled by and 

express your familiarity with it. At the same time, though, you acquire a set of skills, 

such as ways of being in and writing about the space, that help you connect other 

narratives to that space and carry your narratives of that space elsewhere, into other 

engagements. It is a storyteller’s licence stamped by the space itself. We can see this in 

operation in the following encounter. 

Day thirteen: semi-structured interview with Sohini, July 2016 

My contextualising diary note written in the evening: Today I talked with a second-year 

undergraduate student of Presidency University. Our interview venue was a 

combination of three sectors in the boipara precinct. We began our conversation inside 

the canteen of Presidency University, and after about fifteen minutes Sohini suggested 

that we walk and chat. With me following her, we left the university campus and 

walked along the footpaths. After a while we sat again inside a tea-stall perched on the 

end of one of the footpaths, and continued the conversation. However, the exchange 

quoted below took place within the University campus. I initiated our interview by 

asking her what it means to be a part of the boipara and a student of Presidency 

University.  

Sohini: Well, all my school life I carried this huge pressure to get into this university. 

There was this constant scrutiny on my grades by my family members; I had to always 

do well enough to ensure that I got into Presidency University.  

Me: So what is this fascination with getting into this university?  

Sohini: My family’s obsession with me getting into this university was so closely 

associated with a sense of belonging and intellectual evolution. For example, my 

mother, who is an ex-student of this university, described how I needed to walk along 

the corridors of this university, spend time in the canteen, in the library and the book 
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stalls, be an active part of the student’s union to understand politics, society and life in 

general. There was a clear need to belong to the materiality of the university and the 

boipara, to be a regular of the coffee house sessions. A few days ago, there was a police 

charge brought against one of the professors of the political science department. 

Rumour is that he often encouraged students to be a part of AISA (All India Student’s 

Association) that has strong radical leftist/Maoist tones to their policies. He was being 

monitored by the university administration for the longest time. When things got a bit 

out of hand, other professors strongly condemned this monitoring of teachers and their 

political ideologies. As a part of the protest, our professors conducted classes outside 

the classrooms for a week. We had our classes in the university playgrounds and lawn. 

These areas became emblematic of free, liberated education. Taking class in open air 

sectors of the university gave a strong message to the administration. The university 

belongs to us, our minds and political sense of self develops here. We should have the 

right to choose what we align ourselves to politically. However, I specially connected 

with how we became creative in asserting our sense of belonging: by using the campus 

space outside of the classroom as a sign of protest. Simply boycotting and stopping 

class would mean we are giving away our right to the space. We did not do that: we 

asserted our sense of belonging by using alternative areas within the campus.  

What this first part of our conversation raised for me was Sohini’s strong sense of 

‘ownership’ of and of belonging to her University and to the precinct in which it is 

located, as if the two are inseparable in any ‘real’ sense. It was the same for me when I 

was a student of Presidency. 

In this context we need to think of belonging not as a ‘state’ or an ‘identity’, but as a 

process, that manifests itself as both ‘sited and mobile’ (Lorimer 2005, p. 87). There is 

no denying that the idea of belonging has been tied tightly in cultural, political and 

sociological analysis to questions of identity and textuality. However, belonging within 

a space like the boipara appears to be an opening to something more than that which is 

already there. The ways in which I understand and continue to experience the space are 

grounded in the fact that I once belonged to the place, physically and imaginatively. 

Later, during my fieldwork I encountered several stories, interpretations and 

observations like Sohini’s through which other regulars of the precinct made sense of 

their belonging through descriptions of processes that for them exemplified the nature 

of that belonging in relation to politics, history, spatiality, social and cultural forces and 

so on. In the course of my writing, I came to understand that the processual nature of 
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belonging often opens out as well to creative thinking and storying around the past and 

the present of this space. However, before addressing my own processes of belonging in 

more depth, I want to discuss further the various interactions between the material, 

human and more than human components that contribute to a sense of the boipara’s 

spatiality.  

 
 
Figure 14: The book stalls run right up to the impressive entrance to Presidency University. 

The material speaks: territorial assemblage and writing 
As suggested above, the interactions and emotional flows within the boipara take place 

not just between humans passing through, regulars of the market, booksellers and tea 

stallholders, they also involve its material components. Over time, the musty yellow 

pages of the second-hand books, the street lights, the cobbled street, the tram lines, the 

coffee house, the book stalls, the wooden stools and benches, have become ‘regulars’ of 

the space as well, because they are so strongly associated with it in the impressions of it 

that people carry elsewhere. The networks of information flow that people participate in 

are often characterised and produced through continuing interactions with the material 

objects of the boipara in producing its spatial assemblage. This chapter focuses 

particularly on interactions between and relationships with the material and non-human 
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aspects of the space. I consider how some of the material components of the space and 

the multiplicity of narratives they produce contribute to the understanding of the 

boipara as an assemblage which is always becoming an enabler of departures.  

In the last chapter I discussed the usefulness of assemblage as a conceptual tool because 

of a mobility that allows it to resonate with the changeability of relations in the boipara. 

This flexibility in understsnding spatial entanglements is useful in explorng the 

interactions between the material and the human as well. The boipara can also be 

understood through Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of territorial assemblage. 

Territoriality in Deleuze and Guattari’s sense points towards a relatedness between 

people, the spaces they inhabit and/or traverse, and the things that are also present in the 

space. Their account of the territorial assemblage provides ways of understanding how 

change occurs in assemblages not only through the intersections of bodies but in 

relations between people and their physical environments. I am looking to territoriality 

as a kind of door into questions of relationality between the various parts and 

participants of the boipara and spaces like it. However, notions of territory are also 

likely to prove useful in understanding belonging.47 

Some specific characteristics of the idea of a territorial assemblage are particularly 

helpful in exploring the boipara. In the ‘Glossary’ section of Deleuze and 

Geophilosophy (2004) Bonta and Protevi establish a convention of providing the French 

terms used by Deleuze and Guattari, thus the section relevant to this discussion begins 

with:  

ASSEMBLAGE [agencement]: an intensive network or rhizome 
displaying “consistency” or emergent effects by tapping into the 
ability of the self-ordering forces of heterogeneous material to mesh 
together (“entrainment” in complexity theory terms), as in the “man-
horse-bow assemblage” of the nomads (404)48. (Bonta and Protevi, 
2004 p. 54)  

While agencement certainly carries an idea of agency, it would be inappropriate to 

become carried away with a translated understanding of the assemblage as an apparatus 

with agency, exercising free choice and action. The French usage is connected much 
                                                
47 While it is beyond the scope of this project to undertake extensive exploration of the many ways in 
which Deleuze and Guattari conceptualise and deploy the movements of territorialisation, 
deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation, it is nevertheless important to ensure that these ideas are 
brought into play in connection with how spatiality operates in the boipara, as well as any discussion of 
the boipara as a territorial assemblage. 
48 This page number refers to A Thousand Plateaus, just as their summary usage ‘DG’ refers to ‘Deleuze 
and Guattari’. 
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more clearly to arrangements of things in a space, on a page – such as the layout of a 

magazine; the choice of words in a phrase; how furniture and objects are placed 

effectively in a room. Perhaps the nearest we can come is something like ‘active, 

purposeful, effective arrangements’. This is actually a useful way to think about 

assemblage. The assemblage in itself does not have agency, but it is the outcome of  

many choices and arrangements that have taken place and are taking place within it, and 

each of these has the potential to make other connections and linkages within and 

beyond the assemblage. The connections can have both affective and meaningful 

effects. Bonta and Protevi continue: 

Territorial assemblages cross the alleged nature/culture divide by 
instituting an “imbrication of the semiotic and the material” (337), 
while technological innovations that enable emergent effects are also 
assemblages that work “artificially and naturally” (406)… A territorial 
assemblage is a consistent “material-semiotic” system that preserves 
the heterogeneity of its components even while enabling emergent 
systemic effects. Such assemblages are far-from-equilibrium systems 
operating in “crisis” or near a threshold of self-ordering, and are thus 
poised between the strata (equilibrium, steady state, or stable systems) 
and the plane of consistency (the virtual field whose multiplicities 
outline the potential for linkages and assemblages [337]). A territorial 
assemblage links bodies (material systems that are themselves 
assemblages of organs at a lower level of analysis) and signs (triggers 
of change in those systems) to form “territories” or systems of habit. 
The territorial assemblage is composed along two axes, content-
expression and deterritorialization-reterritorialization (88-9; 140-1). 
(Bonta and Protevi, 2004 p. 54)  

Agencement, then, captures ‘almost agency’, as it were: the heterogeneity and 

immanence, the instability and ‘crisis’ that nevertheless sees the territorial assemblage 

‘near a threshold of self-ordering’. Territorial assemblages are never stably self-

ordering, but they are always already on the brink of becoming-self-ordering by 

becoming-otherwise. This is what enables them to continue to maintain their 

heterogeneity, to operate as fields of difference, to maintain the capacity for ruptures 

and emergence, for constant movement and the potential to make further connections 

(arrangements) beyond themselves. And this is why a ‘territorial assemblage’ is never, 

in fact, closed. Its apparent edges are not borders that enclose a determinable terrain. 

They are permeable, always subject to change and therefore productive of creative 

engagements in any direction across space-and-time.  

Deleuze and Guattari also use ‘lines of flight’ in explaining similar movements. Bonta 

and Protevi summarise a line of flight as ‘the threshold between assemblages, the path 
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of deterritorialization, the experiment …’ (Bonta and Protevi 2004, p.106). Lines of 

flight are characteristic of any assemblage and are the reason why assemblages 

continually change and form other assemblages. ‘Lines of flight or becomings are 

always segmented, never pure, because of the boundaries and borders that are crossed’ 

(ibid.) 

I want to focus for a while, though, on how one experiences the territory ‘within’ the 

assemblage, even though one can never assume ‘within-ness’ as any kind of ongoing 

state of a territorial assemblage. It remains that if, like me, one is excited by the 

characteristics of the boipara, one comes to experience it as a comfortable and 

welcoming space through which one wanders with and/or without purpose. For me, the 

College Street precinct, the Universities and Colleges, the coffee house, the tea stalls, 

the book stalls of the boipara took on the characteristics of a ‘home away from home’ 

from the time I began my studies there, and the precinct continues to feel that way to me 

even when I return there from Australia in order to ‘study it’. My insider-ness 

outweighs my ‘researcher-ness’ because my emotional attachments to this space are so 

entrenched in my sense of being a part of family, being a citizen of Calcutta and being a 

denizen of the boipara, persona which slide into each other seamlessly to such an extent 

that I have to be vigilant, as a researcher, as to how they are affecting each other. 

When Bonta and Protevi turn in their ‘Glossary’ section to ‘territory’, they begin like 

this: 

TERRITORY [territoire]: the “becoming” or “emergence” (316) of 
the interaction of functions and expressive markers (315) producing 
the feeling of being at home [chez soi] (311). Territories are fashioned 
from parts of milieus, and composed only of those milieu materials 
that have meaning and function for the territorial assemblage. (2004, 
p. 154). 

 Understanding the different territories and the continual processes of deterritorialisation 

and reterritorialisation within the boipara through the ongoing interaction between its 

material and human and more-than-human components is crucial to how the everyday 

of this space functions to create a sense of belonging. It is that feeling of being ‘at 

home’, chez soi – literally in your own place – that interests me here. It is why I and 

those I interview, converse with, hang out with as friends, refer to ourselves and others 

as ‘regulars’ in that particularly idiosyncratic usage we frequently deploy. These are the 

people who feel as if the boipara is their place, who feel at home there. In the 
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circulation of people and things that constitutes the assemblage, there is no idiomatic 

distinction made between ‘regulars’: they include the book stall holders; the book shop 

owners and publishers and their staff; the students and scholars who spend lots of time 

in the boipara; the people who participate in adda there – in the coffee house, in certain 

tea stalls, at certain book shops and book stalls; the people who have been coming and 

going since their own student days, as my grandfather did and my father does, to 

browse, to buy, to sell, to talk; the tea stall operators; the coffee house staff and so on. 

To break this down further, what these ideas allow me to do is to notice that my 

experience with the boipara is an amalgam of negotiating with the rhythms of the space 

and with its individual parts. This, again, is why there is no way of accounting for the 

experience of the boipara by accumulating lists and descriptions, no matter how 

exhaustive they might be. In addition, objects, materials and other non-human and 

more-than-human participants of the boipara function autonomously, producing their 

own trajectories and experiential narratives. At the same time, for those who are at 

home in the boipara these interactions express affects, passions, a sense of yearning for 

more – that is, desires that are not based in lack or need but are productive in their 

trajectories, opening onto other connections. These are lines of flight. 

When I notice them emerging, they can also become for me conceptual lines of flight 

in-and-from the boipara enabled by the territorial assemblage as a conceptual tool for a 

possible extension or departure. This idea of departure has arisen from my recognition 

of the scope there is for narratives about the space to weave into, with and through other 

stories (in multiple directions), and in turn, for those narratives to become crucial to 

conceptual processes that break away from habitual ways of thinking. I have found the 

idea of departure to be important to how I am answering the question of how we think 

about, conceptualise and set in play our understandings of space.  Considered like this, 

writing about the boipara becomes a threshold for creatively conceptualising spatiality 

and for reimagining spaces that are important to us, where we feel at home.  

I opened this chapter with some questions about the relationships between experiences, 

memories, narratives, presents and futures. Here, I think I am discovering some answers 

to those questions: parts of past experience do resonate through the present and move 

towards future encounters in the space. What we carry forward in our narratives about 

the place, what we ‘preserve’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994) in those narratives, and the 
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excess we produce through them contribute a great deal to feeling that one belongs to 

the space.  

From such a position I can never merely write what I have already experienced, but will 

always continue to think through and with those lived experiences, reshaping them, 

sending them towards new places. Regardless of what I may or may not have thought I 

was doing when I first chose to engage with narratives as a researcher and as a writer, I 

think I am using writing as a means to witness my own and others’ movements in 

thought considerably more than I am using it as a productive alternative to ‘tracings’, 

lists or attempts to undertake ethnographic data collection. Narratives must make 

multiplicities because every narrative connects with those before it, around it and after 

it, and every narrative also relies on the many connections writers and readers will make 

with a vast intertext and intertextual manoeuvres.  
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Figure 15: The interior of one of the newer book stalls which are more permanent structures. 
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Materially speaking: objects and things 
In being a part of the boipara at different times, I have been able to produce a range of 

layered narratives through my interactions with the book buyers, sellers and other 

regulars. In Chapters One, Three and Four, I have shown how I have navigated my own 

way, making my own sense of the boipara sometimes through the stories of my Baba 

and Dadu, sometimes through the directions pointed by Debashsish da the book seller, 

and Poltu the tea-stall owner, and through my wandering expeditions and personal visits 

to the space, both in the capacity of a researcher and an ex-regular. I have also become a 

part of the space through the many travels of my own second-hand books from and to 

the book stalls over the years. Likewise, I also formed a long-standing relationship, 

modulated by different visits and familiarities, with the non-material components of the 

space.  

As a former regular, I often realised during my fieldwork that College Street remains 

highly idiosyncratic in its functioning as an assemblage because there is a strong sense 

of simultaneity evident in what takes place there. There seem to be very few single or 

isolated events. Everything is, in one way or another, in relationship with everything 

else. In the information and stories I collected in my fieldwork I began to notice that it 

was not simply the everyday intersections and interactions between regulars that make 

the boipara unique; but the kinds of stories and memories that people carried with them 

informed their senses of the space and thus their interactions with others.  

In my conversations it became noticeable that we shared a collective pool of affective 

associations with the age of the books, the taste of the tea from the shanty tea stalls, the 

smoggy atmosphere inside the coffee shop. The everyday objects of the boipara 

participated in this way in meaning-making processes that were largely affective and 

sensorial in nature. Thus, what we shared was also different, because our meanings were 

formed from different experiences for different bodies at different times and could 

never be said to be exactly the same. More importantly, my conversations with the 

regulars, those interactions between us, presumably had different consequences, being 

joined to other stories and then others. In my case, the conversations became data, but 

that was only a first step.  

As for the objects themselves,  

These days, you can read books on the pencil, the zipper, the toilet, 
the banana, the chair, the potato, the bowler hat. These days, history 
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can unabashedly begin with things and with the senses by which we 
apprehend them; like a modernist poem, it begins in the street, with 
the smell “of frying oil, shag tobacco and unwashed beer glasses”. 
(Brown 2001, p. 2)  

Indeed, within the boipara, the relationship that I shared with the second-hand books 

that came to my house when I was a child, my becoming-regular as a student, the 

benches that I sat on when doing my fieldwork, the times I spent in the coffee house, 

were more personal and affecting than many human interactions. I found something in 

the materiality of the forms and structures and objects that was strongly persuasive and 

insistent in relation to conjecturing the stories they would want to tell.  

When objects are recognised as having their own stories, as carrying their own 

experiential narratives, they become things. Jonathan Lamb points out that objects are 

important in social lives because of their capability to move (Lamb 2011, p. xi). This 

mobility produces a ‘commercial and symbolic value’, we study them as agents or 

actors (Latour 2006) that produce and circulate social, economic, political and cultural 

knowledge. ‘Things, on the other hand, are obstinately solitary, superficial, and self-

evident, sometimes in flight, but not in our directions’ (Lamb 2011, p. xi). The latter is 

ironic in that Lamb admires the autonomy of things. There is a difference in how we 

form relationships with objects as opposed to things. Objects are primarily at the mercy 

of our subjective narratives. We use and interpret them in so far as they play significant 

roles in our cultural, social and political meaning-making processes. In this sense, 

objects are in equilibrium with us: their presence, although producing cultural or social 

knowledge, does not necessarily disturb the environment in which we find them. For 

example, let us take any book shop in Calcutta, say, the Oxford Bookstore in the posh, 

upscale Park Street49, in a recognisably upper-class area of the city. Park Street has a 

number of fine dining restaurants, jazz bars, exclusive tea and coffee houses like 

Flurrys, and the Oxford Bookstore. The everyday functioning of this street is far 

removed from that of College Street. The Oxford Bookstore is emblematic of the city’s 

elite. Characterised by interiors replete with glossy, shiny, new, firsthand books, placed 

in polished wooden racks and fitted with modern mood lights, the Oxford Bookstore 

provides its customers with a high end, exclusive experience in buying books. The 

reading space inside the shop is the Cha Bar, a specialised tea-drinking, socialising and 

                                                
49The store has a website that provides a virtual tour of all its shiny attractions. The Oxford Bookstore is 
testament to the fact that objects are fashioned in relation to us and our expectations and identifications. 
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reading space. Here  in the Oxford Bookstore everything is organised, polished, new 

and custom-made. Browsing through its books it is easy to form a clear idea of the kind 

of customers the store is designed for. The books tell us about the reading culture 

prevalent among the usual customers of this bookstore; the furniture, decor, the ‘cha’ 

bar, the mood lighting set on the interiors of the store is indicative of the class and 

everyday lifestyle practices not only of the people who visit this store but also of the 

Park Street area in general. The objects serve the purposes of marketing for high-end 

consumption; to be meaningful markers of a comfortable lifestyle so that they appeal to 

consumers who value such a lifestyle – whether they actually live it or only aspire to do 

so. 

With things, it is slightly different. Things do not exist at the mercy of the subject’s 

narrative and associations. The materiality of things assumes a distinctive autonomy 

that allows them to produce their own narratives. Drawing on A Thousand Plateaus, 

Bonta and Protevi explain ‘material’ as: 

 …“molecularized” matter that displays traits linked to forces 
(capacities of self-ordering) (342-5). In other words, material is matter 
moved from equilibrium/steady state/stability to a far-from 
equilibrium “intensive crisis” state and thereby able to manifest the 
effects of virtual singularities as it crosses thresholds (or, indeed, in 
certain cases to release a new set of singularities, new patterns and 
thresholds of behaviour). (2004, p. 110).  

 How Bonta and Protevi’s write about ‘material’ leaves no doubt that in their 

understanding Deleuze and Guattari perceive a great deal in common between 

‘material’ and the characteristics of territorial assemblages and lines of flight.  

When something is ‘molecularized’ it has escaped a ‘molarized’ system where it was 

captured by forces of power (or convention) beyond itself. It has used the intensity 

(which Deleuze and Guattari also call ‘speed’) that inevitably builds up in a such system 

to rupture it, to break free and, as described above, achieve at least ‘virtual singularities’ 

and even impel the emergence of ‘a new set of singularities’. The latter is a complete 

system change, which Deleuze and Guattari call ‘absolute deterritorialization’ (1987,  p. 

335). Bonta and Protevi begin their ‘Glossary’ entry on ‘MOLECULAR’ thus: ‘the 

behaviour of aggregates in far-from-equilibrium intensive crisis conditions, and 

operating solely by local action, in which the non-average behavior of particles must be 

taken into account because they may trigger significant, qualitative change in system 
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behavior (335)’ (Bonta and Protevi 2004, p. 116). The language here also echoes that 

used in relation to territorial assemblages and line of flight and ‘material’.  

The inclusive disjunctions involved here, which are also rhizomic relations, suggest that 

for Deleuze and Guattari, as for Bill Brown and Jonathon Lamb, the materiality of 

things matters because things can seem to have agency, or at least to act autonomously 

and carry strong potentials to disrupt the arrangements we try to make for them. I 

suggested above that we should resist giving the territorial assemblage itself actual 

agency, instead understanding it as having a degree of autonomy to the extent of it 

being the product of ‘active, purposeful, effective arrangements’. I also observed that 

‘the assemblage in itself does not have agency, but it is the outcome of  many choices 

and arrangements that have taken place and are taking place within it, and each of these 

has the potential to make other connections and linkages within and beyond the 

assemblage’. I want to suggest that apart from human subjects exercising agency to 

produce the particular characteristics of a territorial assemblage, an important role in 

arrangements, movements, connections and linkages can also be attributed to things. 

The things that inhabit the territorial assemblage of the boipara, or travel to and from it, 

have been key to its emergence as an assemblage, the changes that have taken place and 

continue to take place within it and around it, and to the permeability of its edges. 

Things do carry their own narratives and narrative potentials, which is, for theorists like 

Brown and Lamb, what distinguishes them from mere objects that we can press into 

service. Things can be stubbornly resistant to being treated as objects and equally they 

can be particularly insistent on maintaining their status in relation to the more-than-

human: for instance, in relation to the myths and mystique with which the boipara is 

invested by humans. To return for a moment to Massey’s propositions about space and 

spatiality, it seems to me that things, and also objects-becoming-things, have a 

significant part to play in how the boipara unfolds; how it operates relationally; how it 

is always under construction; and what I can glean from its ‘stories so far’ – a handful 

of which are ‘mine’ at least to the extent that any story can ever be ‘mine’ or ‘yours’ or 

‘theirs’. All of my wanderings and wonderings, my physical and intellectual 

meandering through the boipara and through the ideas it raises for me, ask whether and 

how a space such as this offers fresh insights into spatiality and ways of working with it. 

The physical area comprising the lanes, the by-lanes the main road, the book stalls and 

shops of the boipara, all of these have come to existence in an essentially uncontrolled, 

organic and sprawling fashion. In its everyday functioning it is uncontrolled and can be 
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understood as molecularised. There are no physical boundaries or barriers indicating 

where the boipara begins and ends. The space, in every direction, is becoming-boipara 

and thus also invites conceptualisation as becoming-spatiality. In this continuous 

movement, many of the objects in the space are carried towards becoming-things. This 

is enabled by the affective force of the language of the place, the innumerable 

conversations that occur there and the interactions that these accompany or describe or 

turn into stories. And while that movement is never still, never stabilised as a particular 

identity for the boipara, the relations between people, between people and space, and 

between people and things also express ongoing processes of various kinds of 

belonging. Sooner or later, for many regulars, those processes transform into feeling at 

home. In this we can probably decipher a range of complex affective, material, social, 

individual-and-collective transformations that can also be understood as becoming-

insider. 

Our spatial memories are never limited only to human interactions. The composition of 

these scattered patches of memories that we remake through various processes of 

‘joining the dots’ consist of much more. My experience of the interactions between 

histories, memories and the boipara, and similar experiences that others talked about 

with me, nearly always redirected individual memories towards collective memories, 

and collective memories towards a pool of associations. These associations are 

frequently with things, with objects-becoming-things and with the material world more 

generally – the built environment, sensory experiences of the precinct, comments about 

the ‘atmosphere’ of the boipara, or the ‘feeling’ of it. 

Oscillating between practices and habits  
I began visiting the boipara on a regular basis at about the age of twenty-one. These 

were the early days of my time at Presidency College, as it then was. Even though our 

college had a canteen and we loved hanging out there, it was customary to make a visit 

to the College Street coffee house at least two or three times a week. We were a group 

of young friends studying literature who felt that we had to make a practice of going to 

the boipara as a part of our ‘college days’ experience. In the first few months there was 

a certain earnestness and self-consciousness about the visits we made. I now believe 

that we were in the process of making this place our own, to the extent that such a 

mythically, historically, culturally, socially and politically ‘loaded’ space could ever be 

anybody’s ‘own’. However, we were trying to belong through cultivating a practice 
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until it became a habit that evoked a sense of comfort. Some days we would walk to the 

precinct and other days we would take the tram. Whatever the mode for getting there, 

the boipara was always where we wanted to go.  

In The Production of Space, Lefebvre remarks ‘At all events, repetition reigns supreme’ 

(1991, p. 75). The observation arises in the context of a question about how work and 

labour are conceptualised in the production of a social space. Lefebvre discusses how 

Hegel, Marx and Engels approach the relationship between products and production, 

and between art and products in ways that help us understand urban spatiality through 

the lens of political economy. In doing so, he notes that these theorists leave nothing 

abstract and indeterminate about the idea of ‘production’ (1991, p. 77). Lefebvre 

himself, though, focuses on a different kind of production. At the beginning of this same 

chapter, ‘Social Space’, he notes that ‘the expression “the production of space” 

comprises two terms neither of which has ever been properly clarified’ (1991, p. 68). 

Later he argues:  

There is thus every reason to take up these concepts once more, to try 
and restore their value and to render them dialectical, while attempting 
to define with some degree of rigour the relationship between 
“production” and “product”, as likewise those between “works” and 
“products” and “nature” and “production”. It may be pointed out right 
away that, whereas a work has something irreplaceable and unique 
about it, a product can be reproduced exactly, and is in fact the result 
of repetitive acts and gestures. (Lefebvre 1991,  p. 70)  

The idea of ‘production’ has been especially useful in developing my understanding of 

how the boipara is produced. Lefebvre clearly intends shifting away from a sense of a 

mechanics of space to a description of the city as something produced through 

repetitive-and-creative actions, requiring artisanal skill and resulting in a creative 

outcome, like a fabric. It is as if the city is being woven through the interactions of 

thought with its realities. The thought process, characterised by heterogeneity and 

creativity, is naïve to what is coming and continually flirts with the unknown. I am 

approaching the idea of production through thinking in terms of the affective and 

sensorial. The various parts of the city space come together to produce what I 

understand as a confluence of affects. This often emerges out of a circulation of 

movement through practice and habit. Becoming-a-regular of an urban space is partly 

an outcome of intentional efforts and partly unintentional, as I have described my 

youthful experience in College Street. In the case of the boipara, the process is to a 

significant extent directed by the material components of the space. This is why the 
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presence and functions of the material things in the boipara, along with how we interact 

with them, are not simply at the disposal of subjects’ decisions or interpretations.  

The production of a sense of belonging in the boipara is an outcome of something 

always in-between habit and practice. This ‘mode of production’, so to speak, means 

that the space imparts a sense of autonomy not only to the material and the non-

material, subjective elements of the space as territorial assemblage, but also to the 

affects produced as a part of the process of production.  

This begs a question: in what ways do the material and the subjects interact to make the 

production of belonging such an experience? Both practice and habit as physical and 

intellectual activities, even as ideas, are embedded in regular routines. However, 

practice and habit can be differentiated in their denotative meanings and their 

connotations.  

Practice often comes with a sense of seriousness, it is repetition that is expected to lead 

to a capacity or understanding that is not yet realised. It is evident through the work of 

Lefebvre (1991 [1974]), de Certeau (1988 [1984]) and later Ben Highmore (2002, 2010) 

that practice has been an important focus for enquiry across several disciplines, most 

saliently for this thesis, cultural studies and cultural geography. From my perspective 

practice is a complex exercise. It is repeated continually within the context of the 

everyday, but in its repetition it yearns to become something other than what it is. Thus, 

the idea of practice is grounded in notions of difference and becoming. When musicians 

or artists practice their art they do so not out of a sense of obligation but to achieve a 

level or state beyond and/or different to that at which they are currently working. This 

line of thinking is useful for thinking about of the process of becoming a regular in the 

College Street boipara. Habit, on the other hand, is often a matter of repeated 

movements or thought processes without any necessary expectation of an impact, result 

or different outcome. Habit is often just there, as a part of our life-movements. More 

importantly, the differences between practice and habit mean that, in terms of practice, 

something is to be gained: physical capability, expertise, status and so on in personal, 

social, cultural, political domains. Habit, though, does things for its own sake, it does 

not require self-consciousness or purpose, its conditions are effectively stable, involving 

repetition of the same while practice (with its intentions of improvement or 

development) allows the interaction of repetition and difference. 
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Ben Highmore asks a different question: ‘How does daydreaming exhaust itself and turn 

into boredom? And how does boredom sometimes dissolve into spontaneity and 

exuberance?’ (2010, p. 13). While the differences between boredom and spontaneity are 

possibly more distinct than those between practice and habit, Highmore nevertheless 

regards convergence between them as possible. Highmore’s language – in the word 

boredom and, particularly, exuberance – is also the language of affect, stressing that 

changes in states can be accompanied by changes in feelings.  

A convergence between practice and habit in a space such as the boipara is also 

possible given the multiple contacts and exchanges between people, with their multiple 

purposes and distractions. We could expect similar expressions and circulations of 

affects, just as we could in intersections and exchanges between people and the physical 

world of the space. It is, then, useful to consider how activities, sometime out of habit 

and sometimes pursued with attention and purpose, differ in their affective 

consequences. I have mentioned already that practice and habit both work through the 

logic of repetition but that for practice it is a matter of repetition informed by difference 

while habit remains repetition of the same. Difference is expressed by practice in the 

domain of affect. Practice, because it so often involves change – especially bodily 

changes – is mobilised by desire and need with the anticipated outcome of fulfilment 

and satisfaction, all of which can produce associated affects.  

For example, on numerous occasions during my fieldwork book stall owners and the 

waitstaff at the coffee house described how students who came to the boipara from the 

universities and colleges would at first feel the need to learn how to be part of the place, 

adapting by their own efforts (their practice) to participating in conversations, spending 

time in the coffee house, learning the value of second-hand books and how to negotiate 

with the owners. Then, apparently in one fine moment, they would feel themselves 

become attuned to the rhythms of the space. The descriptions I heard suggested that the 

stories and anecdotes the students had heard about the space suddenly started to make 

more sense to them. That is, there was an elevated sense of affective value to their 

repeated movements. The questions that came to mind for me were: what happens, after 

they do become a part of the place? Is it just a habit then? Is it then the feeling of just 

coming to this place because one always comes here? The boipara and its everyday 

spatial routine is not a necessary, indispensable activity of the lives of everyone who 

uses it, except, of course, for the people whose livelihoods depend on it. In any case, the 

point where practice became belonging, or indeed became habit – the point, that is, 
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when the need for learning behaviours and protocols ceased altogether – was not easy to 

determine. This is why I use both the ideas of practice and of habit as often operating 

simultaneously and almost as a hybrid. It also suggests that, in some way, learning 

about being in the boipara is ongoing (just as there is already some strand of habit 

woven into the efforts of practice). The relations and associations between objects and 

humans, behaviours and expectations, acts of repetition and cultivation, and the affects 

these give rise to, suggest that practice and habit are never really separable. This is why 

even though some of the activities seem repetitive and thus in danger of becoming 

boring, they never lose the excitement (the exuberance, to use Highmore’s word) that 

comes from the anticipation of something new and something unknown. 

The boi/para: space and its relationship with language 
The materiality of the College Street boipara is not limited to the physical objects found 

there. Every aspect of space has a material and a non-material component. Sometimes it 

is the words heard there, sometimes it is people’s sense of the ‘atmosphere of the place’. 

What stands out for me is that experiencing the boipara constitutes an intricate 

interweaving of the material and the immaterial. This is a complex intermingling of 

content and expression (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 88). It is perhaps impossible to 

describe or categorise everything contained in such a space. As I have stressed 

throughout, what exactly constitutes a spatial assemblage is not determinable, 

quantifiable or formulaic. It depends instead on subjective, affective experience. In 

attempting to be alert to the immaterial components and my affective responses to my 

encounters and observations in the boipara, what I began to notice was that – as with 

the objects – my reactions and feelings were shaped by the space itself. College Street 

(like all spaces perhaps) is neither inert or neutral in how someone like me engages with 

it. It allowed me and/or invited me to explore it in certain ways (even if those ways 

changed from day to day). 

The para 
One of the important things about the second-hand book market is its name. Although 

the boipara is an area mainly comprised of book shops and book stalls, publishing 

houses, local eateries and coffee houses, it was never just a market for us students, a 

bazaar or an area simply for transactions50. The area of the College Street second-hand 

book market was always called the boipara: it never acquired a name that in fact 
                                                
50 Although Turner (1982) refers to a bazaar as a liminoid zone, it is nevertheless characterised and 
controlled by heavily capitalistic ideas of transaction and commodification. 
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reflects what goes on there commercially or educationally. Further, for the regulars the 

word boipara has taken on a meaning associated much less with the commercial 

activities conducted there than with the idea of a space where people came to hang out 

and spend time, while they browse and buy books. Boipara is a compound word 

consisting of two Bengali words joined.51 Boi translates as books and para means 

neighbourhood.  

Para as a part of Bengali language and as an idea of belonging plays a significant role 

in the everyday life of Calcutta. The para as the physical space of a neighbourhood and 

as somewhere a Bengali living in Calcutta wants to belong to – neighbourhood as 

community – facilitates multifaceted interactions, material, affective, historical and 

sensorial.  

The long stretch of main road that cuts through Mahatma Gandhi Road continues to be 

known as College Street until it assumes different names and points, both on the 

southern and northern end52. Although often used to indicate the same place, College 

Street and the boipara are not quite the same thing conceptually or experientially. The 

usage of the word para can help us understand the difference. In Remembering the 

Para: Towards a Spatial History of Our Times, Supriya Chaudhuri writes,  ‘of all the 

institutions that distinguish the city of Calcutta, the most ubiquitous, yet in some 

respects most inevitable, is the para, the locality or neighbourhood’ (2014, p. 118). The 

idea of the para is very closely associated with production of identities. It is never 

characterised by physical boundaries but very distinctly associated with everyday 

cultural practices. The identities that a para generates are often complex because they 

are formed by numerous multi-layered associations. These associations are often 

grounded in everyday cultural narratives, practices, and material associations. The term 

para was never a part of the official, administrative discourse of the city. However, it is 

the term with which people most identified. As Chaudhuri further observes, in referring 

to areas of the city ‘the colonial government preferred thanas (police stations) or the 

later system of wards, first instituted in 1852. Nevertheless, the paras remain an integral 

part of Bengali cultural memory, enshrined in language and indispensable to the 

everyday recognition of the city space’ (2014, p. 119). It is important to note here how 

                                                
51 Both separately and together they make sense. However, in the context of my project, the word boipara 
encompasses several ideas, affectively, materially and historically that capacitate and activate the space of 
the boipara to function as an assemblage.  
52 At the northern end College Street becomes Bidhan Sarani and on the southern end it becomes Nirmal 
Chandra Street, which then becomes a part of a new neighbourhood, Boubazar. 
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Chaudhuri recognises the enmeshing of memory and language in forming certain 

‘psycho-social’ relationships with the city space. For her, Calcutta is a city that is not 

known for its flaneurs because the weather is not conducive to the act of walking and 

gentlemen did not choose to walk in the city53. This means that the spatial associations 

that people made were often those ‘psycho-social’ attachments to which Chaudhuri 

refers, or what she also calls ‘a domestication of social spheres’ (2014, p. 119). While I 

am in partial agreement with Chaudhuri’s observation, I think that our association with 

the paras can be explored further by going beyond her psycho-social reading. 

Let me begin with my own personal understanding of the para. I have been familiar 

with the idea for as long as I can remember. As mentioned earlier, I grew up in 

Hatibagan, one of the oldest suburbs in North Calcutta. Despite growing up in 1990s, 

around the time when rapid urban gentrification, ‘the smart city’ and mall culture began 

changing the cultural and geographical face of the city, even then north Calcutta 

remained quite protective about the para culture. In fact, the northern side of the city is 

the only part that continues to retain the word para to this day as an indispensable 

aspect of people’s relationship with the everyday city and the language of its 

neighbourhood spaces. I think this retention is important in understanding the para in 

boipara. Every city space has its own language, whether as a way of talking or a set of 

words that is put to use in the everyday practices and lived experiences occurring there. 

As I have suggested earlier, this language is affective, sensorial and mobile (it has a 

history as well as a location) in addition to being literally a linguistic system. If I 

specifically focus on north Calcutta, where paras still exist and the second-hand book 

market continues as a vital factor in the local economy, the idea of the para remains an 

important part of the language that articulates the area.  

It is from my experience of growing up at a time when the concept of the para was still 

being fiercely retained (while it was being rapidly lost in the rest of the city) that I 

realised how, as Chaudhuri puts it: ‘essentially, the para is a form of social practice, and 

it is a social practice born of a certain time. It cannot be willed into being, but it requires 

the exercise of collective will to survive’ (2014, p. 124). But what constitutes this 

process of the ‘collective will to survive’. As participants in the para, we always had 

certain things that we did there. The ‘there’ of the para is its spatial composition. For 

                                                
53 The act of walking was heavily embedded in ideas of class in colonial as well as post-colonial Calcutta. 
The bhadralok, babus or the gentlemen did not choose to walk. It is hard to pinpoint these groups of 
people within the traditional understanding of class. 
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me, the para included certain lanes and by-lanes that defined our neighbourhood. It 

always had a well-defined, material and affective meaning that came from a sense of 

belonging and placemaking in which I actively participated through everyday activities 

(as did any other person who has grown up in a para). Like my grandparents, parents, 

aunties and uncles, we had our own social circle in the para. These were para 'r-

bondhura (friends of the neighbourhood). Spatially, it was, and still is, hard to pinpoint 

the boundaries of the para. However, affectively, the para always maintained its sense 

of boundaries: ‘...it recognised its own; as children, as visitors, we knew who was in and 

who was out, and so absolute was our sense of belonging that even today, meeting 

someone from that locality, we would describe ourselves as “of the same para”’ 

(Chaudhuri 2014, p. 121). As kids and later young adults, we always had our own 

friends in the para, similar to the older members of my family. Put in these terms it 

could be inferred that the para was very much a self-regulated and self-regulating 

space. However, what is interesting is that this sense of regulation was more often than 

not sensorial, affective and materially determined, in addition to (or indeed because of) 

its unique social processes and cultural activities. I will come back to this point, as it 

will become crucial in my analysis of the spatiality of the second-hand book market as a 

para.  

Being a part of a para also meant doing certain things which included but was not 

restricted to participating in certain activities. It is important here to stress the difference 

between doing things and participating in activities, particularly in relation to how 

people both used and inhabited the para. For example, most of the houses that existed 

along the lanes and by-lanes of my para had ro’aks. These cement extensions to the 

exteriors of the houses, around the entrances, were and remain typical of North 

Calcutta. Often, they look like cement blocks on which one could easily sit. This is 

where the adda of the para took place. It was regular activity of my father and his para 

friends in their younger days, when they would to get together at the ro’aks every 

evening after they returned from college or university. On an everyday basis, the 

neighbourhood adda remains a very gendered practice, in that they are male dominated 

and are predominantly carried out at the ro’aks.  

However, in my younger years, community events and activities often brought all 

members of the family, female and male, to become active participants in the para. For 

example, during the time of Durga Pujo – the biggest socio-cultural and religious event 

every year in West Bengal for five days. In the parts of Calcutta where para still exist 
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everyone who lives in the para takes responsibility for and participates in the 

celebrations54. Throughout the year, the para is a space for community events – whether 

it is sit-and-draw competitions or cricket or football tournaments. In these ways, the 

para remains the space where the neighbourhood, materially, socially, culturally and 

affectively maintains and expresses its sense of community. 

 

Figure 16: An adda taking place on a ro’ak. (Source: Creative Commons) 

The workings of para are very similar in their material and affective interactions 

irrespective of location.55 While much has been written about the sociological and 

cultural practices of the para, (see, Chaudhuri, 2014; S. Chattopadhyay 2012; K. 

Dasgupta 1995; P. Sinha 1990), I am primarily interested in considering the material 
                                                
54 During these days, the city celebrates the home-coming of Goddess Durga after she destroys everything 
evil in the world. Every para in the city erects their own pandals (which are now massive installations) 
where everyone in the specific para is actively involved in the organising committee. The sociological 
unfolding of this event is emblematic of the coming together of everyone in a neighborhood or a para as a 
community.  
 
55 We also cannot ignore the fact that the para culture is fast moving towards being extinct as a spatial 
concept even in the northern parts of the city. However, the College Street boipara remains and continues 
to thrive in its everyday practices.  
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and affective associations we make with the para’s physical circumstances. This means 

returning to a focus on how the boipara is more than just a place where books are sold, 

publishing houses operate their businesses and people visit merely to hang out at coffee 

house or study at the different education quarters in the precinct. 

Chaudhuri, concludes her book by drawing an interesting analogy between the spatiality 

of the para and a sense of interiority. She cites Walter Benjamin from The Arcades 

Project: ‘the birth of the interior [was] the distinctive feature of modernity’ (Benjamin 

in Chaudhuri 2014, p. 124).  As Chaudhuri puts it, the flaneur becomes ‘the ultimate 

spectator of a city at home, a voyeur who inspects the city’s dalliance with pleasure’ 

(2014, p.124). Similarly, the para makes its residents into participants and observers of 

their own practices and habits. The socio-cultural activities involving the members of 

para and their capacity to observe daily life as it unfolds in conjunction with significant 

celebrations connects the community through both personal and familial relations in a 

unique spatial-territorial-collective assemblage. This explains why I remember taking so 

much pride in my own para’s cricket tournament, various other competitions and Durga 

pujo. The recognition from childhood that a para is your own space provides a sense of 

emotional investment – a feeling of having personal involvement and sharing in a 

genealogical history of the material composition of the space. Every para has that one 

ro’ak which has served as the place for adda for generations; every para has a certain 

stand of trees; wall colours on the houses that compose its visual boundaries; lanes and 

by-ways that its inhabitants have walked and socialised in for generations. Thus, 

inheriting as well as forming individual relationships with all the elements of the para, 

every resident creates a personal and collective sense of the shared public space. All 

sorts of opportunities for the circulation of affective responses emerge from the 

personal, familial and collective connections produced and enabled by the para. 

As a para, a neighbourhood, the boipara enables similar connections and responses, 

although the human participants have very different interests and, thus, relationships. 

Materially, the College Street boipara has taken on a unique character that is far from 

anything that its colonial design and original purpose may have expressed. As the main 

road that cuts across the heart of central Calcutta, College Street is busy and congested. 

This is, though, not unusual since Calcutta has never been known for smooth traffic 

flow and well-organised public spaces. The traffic on the main thoroughfare, Cornwallis 

Street, is perpetually chaotic, simply getting busier at peak hours. Similarly, the school, 

college and university students start to arrive in the College Street precinct between 9 
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and 10 a.m. Gradually the book stalls begin to organise themselves on the footpaths and 

begin their day. The book shops and publishing houses open a bit later and eventually 

the coffee house and other eateries open for business as well. 

Much like the functioning of my own para, there have always been things to be done in 

the boipara. The movements and rhythms of these activities draw both visitors and 

regulars into engagements that, on the one hand, may require the care involved in 

practice or, on the other, follow well-established habit. For many, though, the 

connection lies somewhere between, where practice is becoming automatic and habit 

has not quite forgotten intention and awareness. The threshold of becoming-a-regular, 

this also identifies the underlying logic of production of the spatial assemblage since 

these activities and interactions are intrinsically material. The boipara, as a physical 

space, is affectively perceived through connections with, and connections within, its 

materiality and its material objects. I have noted already that every para is characterised 

by the idea of things that one does there. My own early connections to College Street – 

even though I had not yet been there – were shaped by a belief that everyone who went 

there did so for a purpose; to do something specific. As also described above, when I 

began visiting the boipara I went through a phase of self-awareness and reflexivity 

about my presence there. My recognitions were about both human and material 

interactions, and the affective connections I made with the physical elements of the 

space were as important as those I made with the people. Sometimes these connections 

were tied to others, but mostly the relationships were autonomous.  

Thus, I treasured my visits to the coffee house for the regular meetings and the coffees 

and conversations I shared with my friends. But on many occasions I went to the coffee 

house just for the simple pleasure of being there, sitting among the wooden tables and 

chairs, beneath the skylight windows that illuminated the defining material features of 

the space. What stood out and later became the central aspect of my experiential 

knowledge about the boipara as well as the coffee house was that sense of ‘material’. 

The following excerpt from a fieldwork conversation is a good place to start exploring 

this sense. 

Interview and conversation with Mainak, September 2016 

Me: How long have you been taking care of this book stall? 

Book stall owner, Mainak: Since the 60s. 
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Me: you must have seen the space change drastically since then? 

Mainak: The College Street never really changes [smiles, conveying a sense of pride]. 

Yes, the old set of second-hand books are replaced by a new set of second-hand books. 

Over the years, the old regulars remain and thrive while new regulars come to become 

a part of the space. However, to answer your question, I often think of the changing 

street lights over the years to describe the passing of time in the boipara. In the 60s 

when we first set up the stall, we had candles as the main source of light. It was all 

good during daytime because of the sunlight, but as afternoon approached we used wax 

candles. It was fairly dangerous, you know, old books and wax candles are perhaps best 

when not kept in close proximity. Then the gaslights came and that made our lives much 

easier: the regulars of my shop, who often sat inside on this wooden bench looking for 

books or even reading them in the stall, found it much easier. In the later years – the 

70s and 80s – the collective force of the gas lanterns and the street lights from the lamp-

posts on the footpath made reading in the evenings better than ever. Mind you, it was 

till about the later 80s that we still had a lamplighter who had to come to the streets 

regularly to turn on the street lights on the footpath. On the days when these 

lamplighters decided to give our lane a miss or simply forgot (although this was a 

scarce case, as the boipara is around one of the primary city junctions) we often got 

back to our old days of depending solely on candlelight. Over the 90s … the street lights 

changed … for the better and so has the lighting system inside our stalls. You will 

notice that all the stalls have light bulbs or tube lights now. However, I still have 

regulars from the 60s casually mention how much fun it was when we just had 

candlelight and gaslight reading, reminiscing [about] their past experiences under 

different and far removed lighting conditions. This makes me wonder, how has this 

place changed? How do we perceive change? What I find more interesting is how the 

young regulars of these days often come and say how they would have preferred the 

candlelight and the gaslights over what they perceive to be the ‘over-lit’ street these 

days. I often ask my regulars as to why they don’t spend as much time as before, to 

which they reply how the present atmosphere tempts them less. I have often tried to 

reason with them, the lighting is better now and that it should make their reading 

experience much smoother. On the other hand, I have these youngsters, the college 

going regulars of today’s time, come and ask me why do I not have the gas lanterns and 

the candles inside the stalls anymore? They want to be able to experience the 

atmospherics of the boipara of the 70s. The still existing Ro’ak inside the by-lanes, the 
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coffee house, Putiram and a few other old joints are their refuge. Some of the bigger 

book shops still have the old three-legged uncomfortable wooden stools from the British 

era; the coffee house still has the squared wooden tables and chairs; the skylight still 

acts as the primary source of light in the day time. 

There are a few moments in this excerpt from my transcript that are worth pondering. 

My question to the book stall owner was primarily intended to invite him to tell me 

about his experience of changes in the boipara over time. I wondered why he chose to 

trace these changes through the history of street lights on the footpath and lighting in his 

stall. Given that he observes that ‘College Street never really changes’, the most 

significant or obvious changes for him and not in the structure or ways of using the 

space per se but in its atmosphere as a result of the changing sources of light available 

in the city. That is, the effect of the material on everyday experiences, and affective 

responses to that, stood out for him more than any shifts in human interactions that 

might have taken place, such as customer behaviours and expectations of service or 

stock, differences in reading habits, or more general differences in how people used the 

space. It is evident through his thoughts and expression that the change in the 

atmospherics of the space because of changing sources of city lighting is what was most 

prominent in his assessment of transformations in the boipara. His observations point 

towards a sense of collective affect through the part played by material things in the 

production of everyday spatial experiences. The materiality of the boipara is, for him, 

the source of his primary sense of its spatiality. In his business, light makes all other 

experiences possible, including the owner’s interactions with customers who would 

come to buy, sell or browse through books, and their interactions with each other and 

with the space itself, the cramped stall and the single wooden bench. In turn, light 

facilitates the affective resonances borne by all those contacts. Most of these we can 

only guess at, but light has its own affects, as the nostalgia – both real and received – 

for the candles and gaslights on the part of many older and current customers indicates.  

But if the material aspects of changes in the boipara were the most obvious to Mainak, 

he was also aware of the human side of things. Later in the conversation he mentioned 

how the old habit of the regulars of his stall coming and reading inside the shop had 

changed: they spend less time there now. I wondered if the change was because people 

had just become busy or lost touch with the past affective registers of the space. He was 

quick to point out that while people’s investments in certain spaces might change, this 

was unlikely in the case of the College Street boipara. He pointed out that his regulars 
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often mentioned how they missed the atmosphere of the stalls in the old days. Thus – as 

indicated by his recognition of the importance of the regulars’ expressions of and 

understandings about connections between nostalgia, reminiscence and ‘atmosphere’ – 

even when material changes mean that things must be done differently and are able to 

be managed more conveniently, people can and do choose to retain their affective 

connections with a space. Although Mainak did not itemise particular aspects of other 

material changes to his stall and the boipara that he thought were important to his long-

term customers, in addition to specific affective relationships with the object world, 

their nostalgia reveals what I discuss above as a feeling of being at home [chez soi] 

(Bonta and Protevi, 2004, p.158). This is surely an indication that affective responses to 

materiality, to things, and to objects-becoming-things is key to the creation and 

perpetuation of a sense of belonging. 

My question here directly centred the bookseller as subject since I asked him how he 

had witnessed a change. To my surprise, he stripped off the privilege of centring his 

own subjectivity, and instead focussed on the changing materiality involved in the 

lights. He also describes an experience that is about changing materialness through 

lights, and the affective influences of this on the others using the space. His response 

derailed any expectations that the conversation would proceed in a straightforward 

direction. Despite my asking a question which presumed a subjective reply, Mainak 

responded to what Thrift calls a material schematism (2008, p. 8) with which he was 

familiar due to his many years working in the boipara. In discussing the second tenet of 

non-representational theory, Thrift emphasises the importance of being ‘anti-

biographical’ and ‘pre-individual’ (2008, p. 7). Instead, he conceives of a ‘material 

schematism in which the world is made up of all kinds of things brought into relation 

with one another by many and various spaces through a continuous and largely 

involuntary process of encounter, and the violent training that such encounter forces’ 

(2008, p. 8). The boipara is to a very great extent such a space where things and 

subjects come together through an ‘involuntary process of encounter’. In doing so, each 

of these components creates its own narratives within the wider environment of the 

boipara. This is a process in which the material does not remain in the background and 

thus foreground the subject. Instead, it is the material that drives the spatio-temporal 

narrative. Thus, to the bookseller, change is understood as having taken place through 

material changes in street lighting and thus stall lighting, and the sensorial registers of 

the presence and absence of lighting in the street.  
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Discussions in cultural geography have frequently raised questions around the issues of 

home, belonging and materialising geography. These questions converge significantly 

on how we think of material cultural and spatial practices. The focus that the book stall 

owner points us towards suggests that we need to attend to Jane Bennett’s guiding 

question in at the beginning of Vibrant Matters (2010). She asks: ‘How would political 

responses to public problems change were we to take seriously the vitality of 

(nonhuman) bodies?’ (Bennett 2010, p. viii). Although I am not addressing ‘public 

problems’ explicitly, that sense of the vitality of the non-human is a crucial recognition 

in relation to my primary motivation to explore the ways in which we can think and 

write about city-spaces and public spaces like the boipara in more inclusive and subtle 

terms. What we can glean from this are some important understandings for reading the 

boipara as assemblage. Since the material elements of that space circulate in affective 

relationships with the human participants, both regular and occasional, long term and 

recent, and because these relationships are developed through the gradual opening of 

practice onto belonging (feeling at home) and then habit, we are drawn into complex 

arrangements that cannot be exhausted simply by seeking to decipher, enumerate and 

describe such a multitude of elements. Once again this indicates that an assemblage is a 

point of departure.  

From the footpaths 
The footpaths play a crucial role in the unfolding of the boipara as a para. They also 

perform as spatial intensities – zones of close interaction between the regular subjects 

and objects of the space. In this sense they act as catalysts for the circulation of a 

collection of affects. There is a unique arrangement to the footpaths of College Street. 

Along the inner side of the five-foot-wide strip are the university colleges and buildings, 

The Coffee House, the books stores, the publishing houses, the buildings and printing 

and publishing businesses. Facing these buildings on the outer edges of the footpath, is 

the almost continuous chain of makeshift book stalls of changing shapes, sizes and 

colour.   

The book stalls back onto the traffic and face towards the buildings housing the 

established bookstores and publishers, turning the footpath into a kind of arcade, a 

passageway which, with all its diversions between the multiple rows of second-hand 

books, becomes a kind of maze following patterns that have been there for generations. 

Walking there involves continually navigating sensorial, affective information, 
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repeating the rhythms and resonances that characterise the space, while responding with 

different emotions to one or other or many of the intersections that occur. As a regular 

user, Paromita describes her affinity with the boipara. 

Paromita’s remarks in interview/conversation, August 2016 

I am an avid reader and collector of second-hand books. I finished all of my school and 

university education depending on second-hand books. It was a matter of affordability 

then. It has become an addiction. Our financial conditions then did not support me to 

buy new books to pursue my education. Thus, I became familiar with the boipara from a 

very young age. Look, I know every nook and corner of this place. This feels like my 

second home. The yellow musty pages of these old books have been with me all my life. I 

went to a school where not many kids used second-hand books. Most of the kids could 

afford new books. I like sitting on this bench on the footpath and reading while 

browsing through what I want. 

Like the bookseller Mainak’s comments on his customers’ responses to lighting, this 

interviewee’s comments suggest that the people who are part of this space do not 

merely experience affective responses moment by moment, but they think through 

them, especially with changes that take place over time. 

 Brian Massumi, observes in The Politics of Affect (2015) that ‘thinking through affect, 

is not just reflecting on it. It is thought taking the plunge, consenting to ride the waves 

of affect, on a crest of words, drenched to the conceptual bone in the fineness of its 

spray’ (Massumi 2015, p. vii). Both Mainak and Paromita reflect on the boipara in 

ways which are not confined to reporting on episodes or describing situations but extend 

into personal interactions and connections – whether their own or others’ – and the 

reactions and feelings that accompany these. I have noticed much the same with my 

own recollections when I have tried to record them for this thesis. Our narratives are not 

linear, and they spread into different dimensions in responding to the complexities of 

the space and so begin to resonate with the kind of movement in affect that Massumi 

points towards. To reduce an account of a space like the College Street boipara to mere 

history – to stories about interesting characters or significant events – is insufficient.  

Thus the bookseller’s story about the changing technologies of lighting in College 

Street emerges through details about his own stall and the people who have come there 

over the years and the past that they construct through their responses to and feelings 
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about lighting; and the relationships lighting, in turn, produces relations with the 

second-hand books (which, if I were to extend this assemblage, would then be 

recognised for the exchanges and circulations they are connected to). There are two 

important conclusions to be drawn from this. First, in charting the spatial assemblage of 

the boipara, it is not so much the subject (the human) or the object (the material, non-

human) that matters, but the affective resonances produced between them. Secondly, it 

is also evident that ‘affect is only understood as enacted’ (Massumi, 2015, p.vii).  
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Figure 17: This stall holder almost disappears into textbooks but keeps the stool for his customers. 

 

Therefore, affect becomes personal-and-political and plays a crucial role in 

understanding the space as a concept. This political dimension to affect is also useful to 

my developing ideas about assemblage as a conceptual tool. I have established that our 
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experiences of being (ontology) in the boipara, understanding (epistemology) and doing 

(activating) the space are characterised by mobility, relationality, connections and 

change. In realising that we have affective connections with the space of the boipara, 

we come to think through them, and we act in them in response to the richness of those 

thought processes, thus continually negotiating and creating a space full of ‘potentiality 

or possibility’ (Anderson 2006, p.733). Similarly, as a conceptual tool, assemblage 

facilitates the moment of thought every now and then, which then propels a movement 

towards that which is unknown but possible. Quite simply, when we relate to the 

boipara both assemblage and affective resonance function through a sense of motion 

that has a trajectory towards what is about to change (Massumi 2015, p. viii).  

Affective resonances and materiality 
As explained in Chapter Three, one of my research methods was photo elicitation. Such 

a technique helps in understanding a sense of what might be called ‘detached 

immersion’ that occurred in my own and my interviewees’ responses to College Street. 

As a previous regular visitor to the boipara, I was fully familiar with it. When I returned 

for my fieldwork, my knowledge of the place allowed me to navigate through the 

footpaths, along the book stalls and book shops, the various education quarters and the 

coffee house. However, there was now a sense of familiarity and difference in how I 

found my way around. While my affective and physical awareness guided me in 

identifying and conversing with the regulars of the space, differences between my 

experiences and theirs began to arise. The use of photographs brought this to my 

attention with some force, as I noticed the different sense of place that entered our 

conversations, particularly when photographs from the past were used. However, 

whether from the present or from the past, the photographs frequently drew out 

narratives far removed from my own experiences of the boipara at any time.  

Day Twenty-One: Dilip’s remarks during photo-elicitation, September 2016 

College Street has been the silent witness to a number of my firsts: making rings out of 

my first smoke inside the coffee house, thumping my fist on the wooden tables while 

trying to assert my political ideology. My growing up was associated with the adda56 at 

the coffee house, in fact it was the adda which stripped me of my school life innocence 

and thrust me into adulthood.  

                                                
56 See Chapter Six.  
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I think being a student of Presidency College and being a regular of the coffee house 

shaped a lot of what I am today. It is hard to describe in isolation as to what is it 

exactly about the coffee house that has such an effect on its regulars; there is an array 

of rhythms that encapsulates you once you are inside the space. It is quite addictive… I 

mean the actions… I cannot stop myself from going into the coffee house if I am at 

College Street ‘boipara’; I cannot stop myself from smoking a cigarette or two if I am 

inside it;  I cannot stop myself from joining the adda which escalates into hours from 

minutes in no time. I have a feeling that I have a secret relationship with every object 

and its movement in the coffee house. They all lure me to hold them, touch them while I 

am there. 

Day Twenty-One: Sandip’s remarks during photo-elicitation, September 2016 

I cannot read or write. I have not even finished school. This book shop belonged to my 
great grand-father. Now I look after it. It is in our blood you know. I can look at 

someone and predict whether one is here to look for books for hours, spend time with 

them and wait endlessly for an old, torn, yellow, musty manuscript of a book; or 

whether one is here just to get the books prescribed in the university syllabus. 

This old photo that you are showing me now, this is our College Street. Where did you 

find this? This reminds me about College Street as it was described to me by my 

grandfather. We are trying so hard to keep this place like old times. But how long will it 

stay? These days the book buying taste has changed. I cannot say that people have 

stopped buying books because that is not true. Those who really love literature, politics 

and history will always come here. It has just decreased in numbers. This picture 

reminds me of the 60s and 70s. Those were the days. You know what? The intellect of 

the city is degenerating. You might wonder how I have figured this out – madam, we 

can count every pulse of the boipara. The pulse that this picture evokes is not there 

anymore.  

This old picture reminds us about old students, old interactions, old college street, and 

old adda. There was no construction of the book mall then, no CCD [Café Coffee Day], 

no shops in malls … They [the retail bookshop chains] will never have the collection of 

books that we have here … Haaa haa haa! Impossible! We don’t bother. This is because 

our customers are generational: they will not go anywhere.  

The bookseller turns his attention to the second photograph: 
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This new picture here, by this time the mall started to get built. Do you know how many 

good scholarly students who are not from rich families will lose access to these books?  

Me: Why? 

Sandip: Madam, malls are for rich people. We have so many students coming here in 

our shop who have never entered malls. They will get scared ... the structure, glass 

doors, escalators will scare them. Plus, you know, buying books by walking in along the 

footpaths is not the same as buying books from a mall store. We value the needs of 

students more than anything now ... this book market is here because of them. If 

someone comes and asks for a discount because they live in a hostel or in a paying 

guest arrangement we give them the book, sometimes even loan them. Books are meant 

to be read, it is not good to bargain for money with books. But, you know, with us going 

to the malls, will we have this kind of interaction? I doubt it…, 

The changes in this precinct are just like this picture, all new and glossy … somehow it 

does not go with the College Street. I can look at this picture and say what changes 

have occurred over the period of years…. 

I found that I needed to reflect on why I just knew such interactions were crucial. At the 

time of this interview, there was a development underway on a corner of a major 

intersection in the precinct to build a huge mall intended to be, among other things, a 

‘book mall’ that would take the book stalls off the street and house such activities 

instead inside the mall. Current stall holders were supposed to be given a chance to 

participate in this. Most of the current stall holders were far from happy about it. Some 

of the book stall owners commented on how the creation of a mall would change the 

overall dynamics of the space. The informal interaction between the regulars of the 

space and the book stalls would no longer exist. Further, entering a mall to buy books 

would completely disrupt the labyrinthine layout of the boipara, destroying the unique 

character of the neighbourhood. These exchanges presented me with the challenge of 

identifying what approach(es) I needed to take in order to make sense of them. Of the 

many ways we can think of analysing such interactions is by thinking about actively 

making sense of it (see Chapter Six). This entails registering the combined effects of 

sensory data, comments, analyses and responses as a way of describing the affective 

power of the moment. It is an embodied ‘interpretativeness’ and distinct from 

attributing meanings to events and objects. For Sandip the old photo aroused a rich 

array of warmly emotional memories and comments about how busy and important to 
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civic life the older boipara had been. The contrast between the older photo and the 

recent one, however, brought a range of very strong emotions into play, as well as what 

can only be described as a socio-political alertness to the implications of present 

changes. Recalling that Sandip is himself illiterate, the extent to which his generational 

connections with the boipara have honed his astute political insights are very striking. 

This returns me to one of the main questions this thesis raises: what do we really seek 

when we aim to read a space? The problem this confronts me with is not about refining 

an ‘authentic’ historical and cultural account of the boipara that can be balanced or 

measured against the powerful remarks of one regular who used to be poor and one 

illiterate stallholder. Rather, the challenge is in developing a response to the ways in 

which we recognise the boipara. For example in this case, I want to explore how the 

bookseller’s reactions to the photographs from both the past and the present reveal a 

sense of the space unfolding.  

A photograph deployed as a strategy to ‘extract’ data in a space that is already 

identifiably an assemblage, operates simultaneously to make connections in different 

directions. On the one hand, the photograph is, in its visible content, a source of 

interpretation: by the photographer; by the medium itself and what it allows 

technologically and materially. On the other, and in response, it facilitates the 

production of more ‘data’, information that carries well beyond the scope of the 

photograph as image. This is information, as my interviews suggest, involving not only 

new interpretations of content but affect through memories, personal responses and 

expressions of relationship. While there was a sense of re-living that was evident in how 

both Dilip and Sandip talked about the photographs, the fact that recollections were 

accompanied by the strong presence of affective responses produced a multi-directional 

and multi-layered series of connections, resonances and speculations. The two 

interactions (effectively three responses) I have cited above involved very different 

times, situations and experiences being recalled, but in all cases the interviewees spent 

little time on describing the contents of the photographs. The nature of their accounting 

was meaningful and nostalgic but also affectively political. Each commented on 

questions of class, status, and value. How they each valued second-hand books was 

quickly tied to the relations between access to knowledge and socio-political 

opportunity in ways that reveal carefully considered standpoints. At the same time, how 

they felt about these issues was crucial to how they related to the photographs with 

which I presented them, and thus to which trajectories they initiated for their thinking 
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and mine, within and beyond the boipara. These trajectories in turn become parts of 

further assemblages. 

Every time, the regulars talk about the boipara, and remember episodes of what they 

did there, they lean towards feelings, trying to recall their own embodied responses, 

trying to speculate on the sensory responses and entanglements of others. This makes 

the boipara a plane on which the functioning of affect is necessary and inevitable. After 

all, it is a space in which bodies and things move and intersect with each other 

endlessly; a space in which the ‘realisation of the sensory’ enters all relationships and is 

recognisable in the endlessness of personal interactions, behaviours, speech and so on 

marked by emotions, affections, passions. Thus, participating in the boipara as a kind of 

field of affect they are also open to change, connection, amplification, and resonance, 

that is, they are open to becomings that respond to the spatial because it is the boipara 

itself that produces the kind of spatiality that invokes affect. What is significant here is 

the way in which affect in the boipara is made recognisable through what the 

interviewees say, what they register about what others do, what they register about the 

books. This is because affect is not just about how human bodies change other human 

bodies but how our relationships to/with things also involves fields of affect. When the 

bookseller and the College Street regular looked at the pictures they did not simply 

decode the meanings associated with the visible or physical (the only tangible aspect of 

a photo is its surface) elements of the picture but also activated them into a state of 

movement, vibration. The photographs ‘envelope a potential – the capacity to be 

affected, or to submit to a force (the action of the plane; later, the pressure of salt 

shakers and discourteous elbows), and the capacity to affect, or to release a force 

(resistance to gravity; or in a notable application, releasing heat when burned)’ 

(Massumi 1999, p.10).  

There is another question about the photographs and the functioning of affects in the 

boipara and that is: how the images themselves engage or produce or participate in 

affect. In the case of this research strategy, it is the photographs, after all, that carry ‘the 

capacity to affect, or to release a force’ (1999: 10). So, the photographs are like the 

objects or events or scenes in the boipara that they capture: things that not only make 

affect ‘visible’ (through the interviewees’ recollections) but also participate in its 

functioning, releasing, in Massumi’s term, forces of memory, thought, speculation. 
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Our everyday spatial entanglements are replete with objects, with which we are in 

constant tangible and intangible relationships. While we take the tangible nature of 

relationships with objects seriously, the intangibility of such relationships often seems 

to be fleeting. This is because we tend not to notice when our objects become things. At 

the start of writing this thesis, this was one of the primary questions that became quite 

obvious both in my own personal experience of the space and among those I 

encountered during my fieldwork experience. However, what became increasingly 

important was the gradual realisation of the importance of what things (when they 

transform from being objects) do rather than what they are. My understanding of what 

counts as material or non-human is not restricted to physical material objects. The 

materiality that knits the fabric of the everyday of the College Street boipara also exists 

within the language of the space. In this thesis I am mainly focussing on the resonances 

and interactions that are set up in the plane between people and things that in turn 

generate assemblages and how that starts to open up paths to new and different 

recognitions. This leads us to understand the importance of an idea of affect that is 

about the human response to things and vice versa.  
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CHAPTER SIX: The Background Matters 

To affect and to be affected is to be open to the world, to be 
active in it and be patient for its return activity. 

Brian Massumi 2015, p. ix 

 

As with any space, describing the boipara is not an easy task. What do I notice when I 

look at it, when I move around the area? What decisions do I need to make about what 

my sense of the space includes and what remains outside? And what do I place in the 

foreground or in the background, emphasising or limiting its importance? The boipara 

is not composed of isolated or exclusive collections of objects or people. What 

composes the boipara is often beyond the perimeter of the physical or semiotic limits of 

the objects and subjects only. The parts and participants of the boipara are always in 

movement both in terms of where they may be found physically and what they mean at 

any given point of time. Thus, the mood or atmosphere of what the boipara is, moment 

by moment, always spilling into / becoming-something-other than what it seems to be. 

If this is the case, then material objects and human subjects cannot sensibly be picked 

out and described as the individual components of the space through which we can 

make sense of the whole. Within the boipara, what matters is not what its parts 

represent but what they are capable of doing, producing and transforming into while 

they are always becoming-something-else.  

The boipara is marked by circulation, change, toing and froing of bodies and books. 

People daily come to the boipara to buy second-hand books and bring other books for 

reselling. Those who buy books take them back to their home, make them part of their 

own lives. They use the books in diverse ways in their personal contexts. They read 

them, scribble on them, make notes in the margins, put in chits of paper as bookmarks 

and as notes to self for study or remembrance, and sometimes, much to the dismay of 

the booksellers, they tear pages from them. After various periods, they will probably 

return books to the boipara for further use and circulation. Similarly, the contents of the 

book stalls change regularly. As the existing second-hand supply goes out, batches of 

other second-hand books with their notes and other supplements come in. They are 

rarely placed in the same order in the stalls: they are put in different piles, on different 

racks and are produced for customers in new contexts and for new and different needs. 
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In their unpacking each morning and packing away each night, the books daily 

experience ‘mobile-spatial encounters’ (Barry 2005, p. 33). Similarly, the stalls 

themselves change. The yellow and blue paint with which many of their tin walls are 

painted needs to be renewed now and then. Some stalls are whitewashed. Some book 

sellers like to have wooden stools and chairs in their stalls, some simply sit on a pile of 

books. The booksellers often have other random materials and objects, or as they call 

them, tools that help to change the boundaries of their stalls. For example, sometimes 

they will use bamboo sticks and plastic sheets to extend a stall’s perimeter. This, they 

told me, usually happens at those times of the year when the buying and selling 

frequency is higher than usual – at the beginning and end of the academic year, or a new 

term, for instance. Sometimes they make these changes because of the weather, as 

described earlier.  

The stalls are not used only to store and display the books, they are also for regulars to 

spend time in, an arrangement that meets a sentiment and understanding shared by 

booksellers and buyers. Thus, the booksellers are continually organising and 

rearranging the interiors of their stalls to make them more usable. Similarly, the 

customers do not merely come, collect their books and leave. They spend time, 

browsing, chatting with the stall owner and other customers, drinking tea, and clearly 

creating an experience for themselves. For the booksellers, how they experience the 

customers experiencing their stalls changes with each the changes they make in the 

structural layout, the positioning of a stool or bench and the arrangements of books.  

Taken together, the book stalls, the neighbouring eateries, the shanty tea-stalls, the outer 

edges of the walls of the universities and other buildings, the railings along the 

footpaths seem to express a shared spatial understanding. It is as if no-one ever has to 

stop and think about whether they are encroaching on someone else’s space. For 

example, the tea-stall owner never complains about a customer who always sits and 

reads the daily newspaper or books from a neighbouring stall in his meagrely sized 

space. Similarly, it is completely against the culture of the coffee house to ask someone 

to leave on account of their having spent too much time occupying a table. There are no 

formal rules to how the space should be used; but there are deep-rooted tacit 

agreements, affective understandings, emotional investments and conscious actions 

always in play about how the spatiality of the boipara is created and recreated. It is a 

vernacular understanding and production of spatiality grounded in practice, repetition 

and difference that creates a unique ‘atmospheric’ environment.  
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Figure 18: Another early morning scene – book stall owners setting up their stalls.  

 

From my observational diary notes, August 2016 

It is about one o’clock in the afternoon and I am walking along the footpaths of the 

boipara. Walking and the scorching heat of Calcutta summer never go hand in hand but 

as far as the boipara is concerned, this is an exception. Everyone who visits the boipara 
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loves walking here. People say that they experience a kind of thrill in walking along this 

maze-like space. In my previous walks in the space, I have experienced this too. 

However, today, I feel overwhelmed and spoiled for choice in terms of what trajectory 

of walking I should begin with. By virtue of my multiple experiences of walking in the 

boipara at different points of time, I now know of several ways of walking in the space. 

One of these trajectories was more exciting than the others. Apart from coming to this 

space as a beginning regular with my college and university friends, I did make a few 

visits to this space with Dadu, right after I finished school. Dadu always navigated his 

way into the boipara through the daftaripara.  

The daftaripara is ‘the backyard’ of Calcutta’s publishing industry known for its 

concentration of binding works, printing presses and other print-related small-scale 

enterprises (Roy 2014, p. 126). The cluster of lanes and by-lanes that form this section 

of the city often overlaps with the physical area of the boipara. One end of the 

daftaripara shares a border with College Street and the other end is near the Sealdah 

train station, that connects the city with the other outer suburbs. I think, for Dadu, 

getting me introduced to the daftaripara simultaneously with the boipara was very 

important because he always had a penchant for knowing and being a part of what goes 

into the making of books. I remember, walking along those printing presses and book 

binding presses, how Dadu’s face used to light up when he heard the sound of the huge 

letterpress machines printing ‘thick retro style fonts’ (2014, p. 126) for both books and 

other commercial purposes like calendars and paper boxes for sweet shops.  

Dadu’s relationship with the loud noise of the letter press machines, the tiring labour of 

book binding and his close friendship with Iqbal, Ahmed, Rajen Kaka who were a part 

of this old school printing industry was heavily emotional and is almost haunting for me 

today. Later on, when I would sometimes take his trajectories by myself, I would often 

wonder about the intimate relationship Dadu shared with these factories and their 

workers. Still undecided about how I want to walk along the boipara today, I wonder, 

are Iqbal, Ahmed and Rajen Kaka still there? Do they still catch the train from the outer 

suburbs daily and come to work in those factories? I remember, later when we would 

finally reach the boipara from daftaripara,  Dadu would point out, ‘these books that 

you see, the notebooks you use, all get printed, hard bound and prepared for us to use 

in those factories on the daftaripara’. I cannot help but reflect on his reverence towards 

those printing machines, the thick ink and the black bordered hard bound covers. I 

wonder today, what kind of emotional relationship he had with not just the books, but 
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the process of printing words on them, the quality and texture of the paper, the ink, a 

sense of reverence towards those huge printing machines. No wonder he was cynical 

towards the influx of digital modes of printing.  It is also perhaps why it was important 

for him to find his way into the College Street boipara through the daftaripara. The 

second-hand books were important to him, but so were the printing press with all its 

material components, his brief stopover and five-minute chat with the owners and 

workers of these presses and most importantly his repeated practice of telling and re-

telling the mechanics and history of how books and notebooks come into existence as 

we made our way into the boipara through the daftaripara. 

Still walking around the boipara, I make a note to myself: maybe I could walk back 

home from the boipara through the daftariapara. This makes me both excited and 

uncomfortable. Is it going to be the same? If I reverse the trajectory, will I still find the 

same people, at least catch a glimpse of them working? are those huge letterpress and 

printing machines still there? What if it is all different? A strange sadness almost makes 

my heart sink. But what if it is exactly the same after all these years? I am excited 

again. I will never know if I never walk.  

Our engagements with our spatial surroundings are always fluid, contextual and 

relational. As Massey points out ‘[w]e develop ways of incorporating a spatiality into 

our ways of being in the world’ (Massey 2005, p. 8). When we do this, we do not pick 

and choose some parts of the space and leave out the others. My own experience with 

the boipara is also similar. As I discuss elsewhere, I started to make sense of the 

boipara through a combination of the multiple stories, experiences of the people I met 

and the people I knew, as well as my own knowledge, imaginings and speculations. In 

Chapter Five I discussed the importance of the interactions between the material and the 

human that contributed to these experiences. Here, I want to focus on some other 

significant aspects of my encounters with the boipara that render the space both 

complex and mundanely experiential. These include what takes place in the act of 

walking, soundscapes, the combinations of colours and shapes, and the languages and 

voices of College Street. When I think of the boipara, I do not just think of the 

booksellers and the second-hand books. My senses also open up to the colonial 

buildings, the interiors of my University, the routine to and fro movement of the trams, 

the sounds of the students chatting while leaning on the railings of the outer edges of the 

footpath and the numerous other incidents, episodes and interactions that take place 

there. Conventionally, these elements would simply be considered background, as if in a 
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film or photograph. However, in the boipara everything seems to command attention. 

The human, material, affective and sensorial interactions within the space create a 

unique effect where any boundaries between the background and foreground blur. It is 

as if differing focal depths disappear in terms of spatial relations and in terms of mood, 

atmosphere. 

There has been a growing interest in the idea of atmosphere within a number of 

disciplines (see for example, Anderson 2015, 2009; Adey et al 2013; Ash 2013, 2012; 

Stewart 2011; Bissell 2010). As Anderson notes, ‘this literature emerges from, and 

seeks to develop, existing work on affect and affect theory – itself an increasingly 

prominent series of theoretical trajectories for analysing how life is organized outside of 

strictly representational registers and structures of meaning’ (Anderson 2015, p. 34). If 

we think about how spaces can organise and express themselves beyond the 

conventional terms of representation, we can no longer take for granted that the 

background is merely a passive scene against which interesting features of a space 

become noticeable. Thus, we need to think of what role the ‘background’ plays in what 

takes place and in the production of affect. In this connection, Seyfert asks two pertinent 

questions: 

How can an affect be simultaneously defined as an effect that only 
emerges from the encounter between bodies, and also as a force 
external to these bodies? In other words, where does affect begin? 
(Seyfert 2012, p. 29) 

While I cannot provide comprehensive answers to these questions here, I can point 

towards a line of inquiry worth considering. In Chapter Five, I introduced the idea of 

making sense characterised by an embodied ‘interpretativeness’. This process is distinct 

from giving meanings to objects or events through the usual denotative plus connotative 

signifying functions of language – that is, it is not primarily representational. Making 

sense is momentary, affective. It is like there is a pause in the constant processes of 

change and movement that distinguish the boipara (or any other space) during which 

things simply make sense. The affective experience begins the moment we start to make 

sense of our animated atmospheric environment. The challenge that this poses is how to 

notice and recognise the background and its part in the creation of atmosphere or mood 

in a space. Anderson notes that, ‘the background has been given a number of names 

such as milieu or context’ (2015, p. 35). While these terms acknowledge something 

about the participation of background in a scene, their potential has not been fully 
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explored. For most people, background remains largely passive, even as ‘context’; it 

remains the setting against which representational descriptions of objects or animals or 

people become possible. However, I think that keeping this challenge of the background 

in mind allows us to work towards experiencing and understanding the particular spatial 

atmosphere to the whole of the boipara. The moment of making sense contributes to the 

realisation of this specific, affective atmosphere or mood to the space. It is impossible to 

pinpoint at any moment when or how that atmosphere is generated since it is grounded 

in continual creation and characterised by repetition, mobility, difference and 

relationality. But for me what is important is understanding that this atmosphere marks 

the interaction and influence of the background with the foreground in the emergence of 

a sense of the spatiality of the boipara.  

Walking hand-in-hand, with the background  

 

Figure 19: Here people can walk the footpath’s edge where light and shade aid navigation 
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Because walking is an embodied activity of the observer, it is difficult to think of it as 

something taking place in the background. Further, there are numerous ways in which 

walking insists on being noticed. For example, in Chapter Three I briefly touched upon 

how walking towards the boipara would inevitably ‘interfere’ with my fieldwork plans 

for the day. I began to realise, however, that walking was not external to – and thus a 

distraction from – the processes of observation and interaction with the precinct but was 

in fact an essential contribution to these. In effect, my steps can be said to have 

functioned in much the same way that background does (a similarity underlined by 

recognising and realising how ‘unnoticed’ walking becomes the more familiar we are 

with an area). Thus, after a few days’ thinking about how to make sense of my walking 

itself (and its interferences) it occurred to me that it was, in fact, part of my sense-

making process. When I think of walking in the boipara, it is a composite and complex 

act. Yes, it takes place as movement along trajectories, both forwards and backwards, 

but it also involves pausing, loitering in book stalls, stopping altogether. Moreover, 

walking through a space we are always adapting ourselves to it, attuning ourselves to its 

rhythms, synchronising ourselves with the movements of others. It is a matter of 

moving with the environment, not simply in it. Peter Adey’s idea of ‘relational mobility’ 

(2006) is useful here. Adey observes that it is equally important to think of ‘immobility’ 

and ‘fixity’ as spatial conditions if we want to grasp what movement entails. For Adey, 

the relationship between immobility and mobility emerges as follows: 

In short, the politics of mobility revolve around two main ideas. First, 
that movement is differentiated – that there is a politics to these 
differentials. In other words, that power is enacted in very different 
ways. And second, that it is related in different ways, it means 
different things, to different people, in differing social circumstances. 
In other words, mobility and immobility are profoundly relational and 
experiential. (Adey 2006, p. 83) 

With this perspective in mind, there are two points that need to be made about the act of 

walking in relation to my discussion. The first, which I have already started to frame, is 

that in the context of the boipara walking is neither a peripheral nor a background 

activity. Second, along with it being relational and experimental it is also composite and 

interactional. A few walking episodes may help to reflect on these points.  

Diary notes contextualising my interaction with Sujan, September 2016 

Sujan is a second-year economics student at Sottish Church College. Scottish Church 

College is not located in the boipara area. It is a twenty-minute walk away from the 
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precinct. However, Sujan is a regular of this space as he visits the area at least two to 

three times a week.  

Sujan’s observations 

Sujan notes how even though it is faster and convenient to hop onto the tram or a bus to 

get to the boipara he prefers to walk. He reckons it is a lead up to being in the boipara. 

He adds how his knowledge of the space has expanded from just walking. He had heard 

about a few book stalls and stores from his friends during his initial days of getting to 

know the boipara. At that time, it was only a matter of going to the boipara. Gradually, 

he developed an interest on ‘getting to know the place’. Walking helped with this. He 

discovered numerous lanes, by-lanes, eateries and general hangout places other than 

the coffee house, from just walking.  

Another diary entry records my conversation with a student from Presidency College, 

who drew some interesting connections between walking and belonging. 

 Koel’s comments in interview/conversation, September 2016 

When I first came to this college, like many of my friends, I had to figure out a way to 

become a regular of the College Street, you know. There is a sense of belonging that my 

seniors and others felt that I struggled to feel in the beginning. So, I made it a point to 

walk in and around the boipara every now and then. It was similar to putting myself 

into the practice of walking. Then, one fine day I got it! I could see and experience why 

the boipara was so special and important to my friends.  
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Figure 20: The random placement books against railings intensifies choices between walking and pausing.  

Something happened between Koel’s beginning to walk in the boipara and her 

realisation that she was part of the space. Her own walking allowed her to notice how 

others used the space. This helped her develop her own pace and, thus, her own 

relationship to the area. In addition, she noted how she would not have known about 

certain lanes and by-lanes without repeated walking and exploring the boipara. Koel 

also told me how, over time and through her own rhythms – walking, stopping, 

measuring her own pace and directions she was able to find her own set of favourite 

book stalls. She observed: 

I was never bored of this practice of walking because I wanted desperately to be a part 

of this place. I did not just want to come and study in Presidency University, I wanted to 

be accepted by the secret norms and practices of the boipara. I wanted to have my own 

stories.  

Unlike her friends she did not hang out in the coffee house much. It was another smaller 

eatery that she found while walking that she liked more. Thus, her sense of place-

making and belonging was directly related to her own understanding of the rhythms, 

atmosphere and pace of the area. But these experiences were not all uniquely hers. 

Some moments in her sense making were collective, being shared with friends. This 

fostered her sense of belonging. But there were other moments when a developing sense 

of feeling comfortable in, and at one with, the boipara was hers alone and intimately 

connected to the trajectory of her own walking. I want to suggest that this kind of 
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belonging through place-making is grounded in the experience of what I have called 

making sense. This is momentary and fleeting but it is also productive in that to 

apprehend a sense in the multiple movements, weavings and networks of an 

environment or place allows us to recognise the possibility of other engagements and 

other moments of making sense. In other words, any recognition of belonging that arises 

in a moment of sense-making looks towards future engagements and what they might 

mean for us – and now the space is making sense for us just as we are making sense of 

it. We can begin to imagine or conjecture about what might happen next (something that 

needs to be distinguished from prediction since prediction tries to acknowledge and 

comply with the limits imposed by reality, the laws of probability and calculation). In 

the context I am considering, imagination and conjecture may be tied to lived reality but 

they are also open to possibility and to creativity.  

The idea of pacing is also important in thinking about the boipara. Its environmental 

conditions situate and tacitly organise us by facilitating as well as restricting our 

movements. As Mackenzie writes, ‘we have no experience of speed except as a 

difference of speed’ (2002, p. 122). Similarly, we have no sense of trajectories without 

differences in trajectories produced by spatial arrangements, people, objects, obstacles 

and attractions. Interacting with the booksellers, the books, noticing the architectural 

arrangements and the general movement in the boipara we continuously negotiate with 

the ‘mood’ of the space while re-orientating our speed of walking. Consequently, 

walking is not a straightforward, constant mobile activity but, as I have observed, 

includes pausing, noticing, adjusting and readjusting speed and pace. Many times I have 

walked along the boipara, but each time it has been different. There is always 

something new happening to make me pause and take notice and think. Like a new 

group of students protesting on something specific to that time, or a new book stall that 

may have been set up, or sometimes even a rearrangement of a known book stall or 

eatery or hangout place. I would not have noticed these changes without walking, of 

course, but I would not have been able to make sense of them without stopping and 

recognising something different. In this sense walking is like weaving with movement 

and time, with materiality and human responses and human interaction.  

Walking in the boipara can thus be described as composite and interactional. While, in 

a literal sense, walking refers to movement, in terms of the interactions it makes 

possible, it is also and always a negotiation between mobility and everything that 

immobility can disclose. If walking also entails our responses – as the continuous 
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orienting and refiguring of the relations between thought and environment – it is not 

something to be regarded as merely peripheral to experiencing the boipara. It is, in fact, 

central to making sense of our embodied experiences of the site. David Macauley 

writes: 

The French poet Baudelaire also suggests ways in which an urban 
walker might deliberately abandon his or her guard so as to be 
seduced, moved, excited, saddened and eventually abandoned by a 
chance encounter or fantasy with a beautiful stranger or intriguing 
passer by on a busy sidewalk. (2000, p. 21) 

While I have been stressing a connection between noticing objects and events and 

qualities (and thus a kind of awareness) and making sense, it is important to recognise 

the significance of letting one’s guard down in how noticing takes place. Both Sujan’s 

and Koel’s reflections suggest how their place-making through walking begins to 

involve the letting down of their guard as their attention to the practice of walking is 

displaced by familiarity with the boipara. De Certeau (1984) regards walking in the city 

as a kind of writing and rewriting, a meaning making process that allows us to orient 

and reorient ourselves in the space of the city. But while, as writing, de Certeau makes 

walking a more or less semiotic activity, making sense is perhaps broader in the kinds 

of meanings it allows us to consider. Movements (like walking), materiality and human 

and non-human interactions are continually creating ‘relational networks of meaning 

and belonging, of time and space’ (Duff 2010, p. 890). As far as walking in the boipara 

is concerned, the kinds of meanings that emerge through making sense involve how we 

understand our affective responses to the environment itself and to its objects and 

arrangements, and how we respond to relations with others: the booksellers, students, 

regulars, visitors. That is, it is a matter of how we become familiar with the place while 

remaining open to the many new and different experiences it continues to present.  

The usefulness of the useless magazines … 

Bimal da’s comments, July 2016 

I have known Bimal da for years now, since Bimal da’s father was friends with my 
grandfather. Dadu was a regular at Bimal da’s book stall. On account of knowing me 

and later my friends for years he takes personal interest in how we are doing in our 

careers. After asking a few questions about my academic life, he goes on to share an 

episode of one of my friends, Sayon, who is pursuing a PhD and was also a regular of 
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this stall. Bimal da claims how the resources in his stall were instrumental in changing 

Sayon’s doctoral topic. Thinking to myself that this might be a far-fetched claim, I prod 

him into telling me more. 

Bimal da notes how Sayon, who had an undergraduate degree in media and 

communication had always taken great interest in old magazines. His initial research 

project was on the ways in which film reviews were written about in newspapers and 

little magazines in Calcutta in the 90s. As a part of his research process he had come to 

the boipara looking for little magazines on films. It is this looking for and collection of 

magazines that apparently changed his project. Looking for these little magazines, he 

had chanced upon a whole range of popular magazine such as Filmfare, CineBlitz and 

Stardust that triggered a different kind of interest in film reviews for him. 

It is important to make the distinction between film reviews published in little 

magazines and popular film magazines. The little magazines based on films are specific 

periodicals that are published on a small scale and by private film society groups. The 

College Street boipara has been home to numerous small-scale film societies. Although 

these groups like to identify themselves as ‘film societies’, in reality most are just 

groups of friends usually four or five in number who got together to watch films, 

discuss them amongst themselves and write about them. As my friend Sayon later 

explained to me, it was much harder to get hold of old editions of the popular film 

magazines, like Filmfare, Stardust and CineBlitz that later became the main focus of his 

project. This is because like the Femina, Cosmopolitan, Vogue or even the Daily Mail 

here in Australia, these are bought randomly by people for private reading at home. 

These are for light entertainment and no one really thinks of storing or archiving them. 

As both Bimal da and Sayon noted on different occasions, popular magazine content is 

mainly information about films with gossip about stars, beauty and lifestyle articles 

along with film reviews. These reviews, although not as intellectually refined and dense 

as those in the film society magazines became more interesting to study later because of 

the language they use. Also, the little magazines primarily focused on films made by 

arthouse directors such as Ghatak, Ray, Antonioni or Bunuel. Whereas the popular film 

magazines had reviews mostly focused on popular Bollywood films of the 70s, 80s and 

90s. I had noticed at home how piles of the second-hand popular magazines that 

accumulated for months would go to the boipara. While regular customers are usually 

interested in reselling their second-hand books as part of the cycle of knowledge 
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exchange, the magazines are much more likely to end up in book stalls because they no 

longer have any use other than to bring in a bit of money. 

As I have mentioned, the book stalls often buy books on the basis of their weight. There 

is no process of selecting or deciding whether or not these popular magazines are useful. 

But the book sellers would always buy the magazines and sometimes even old 

newspapers because they could sell these to another group of regular visitors: 

greengrocers and stationery shop owners. It is common practice for regular grocery 

stores to make brown bags out of old newspapers and use them for selling goods to 

customers in Calcutta. The unsystematic disposal of the popular magazines means that it 

is in fact easier to find copies of the avant garde ones. For example, Patiram, a small 

stall in the boipara, collects and archives only little magazines and other periodicals on 

cultures, politics and society. Thus, although often published many years earlier these 

specialised publications are better collected and archived. It should note that one of the 

many things that people often did in the boipara if they were ‘a part of the space’ is 

write and publish. The quality of these numerous little magazines and/or periodicals is 

sometimes debatable, but it was an unspoken rule that one was expected to have an 

enthusiasm for debating almost everything under the sun intellectually and writing 

about it. A number of these groups dedicated to film get together for meetings in the 

coffee house or in the publishing houses of the boipara. They organize screenings at 

their own homes and also write about them. They, at least, think that their publications 

matter and produce a circulation for them among similar interest groups. 

By contrast, what interests me most in the fate of the popular magazines is the tension 

between what is useful and what is not. Or, more precisely, the randomness, 

coincidence and chance that Sayon discovered to be associated with these magazines. 

The question is not about the politics of reuse and whether those who take their 

magazines to the booksellers do or do not expect them to be bought and read again. 

What matters is the unpredictable variables according to which something considered 

useless may turn out to be relevant or important to someone else. The connections are 

rhizomic. The uniqueness of the material flows and interactions within the boipara lies 

in the fact that nothing is controlled or classified by a binary sorting of the useful from 

the useless. Thus, a pile of magazines with their lightweight content, sold as useless, is 

at the same time an important source of research for a PhD student like Sayon. After 

hearing about this story from Bimal da I contacted Sayon, who currently lives in 

Wisconsin. Sayon confirmed that his unexpected discovery of forty-three assorted 
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popular magazines at Bimal da’s stall radically (and for him, excitingly) changed the 

direction of his research away from the avant-garde little magazines. His sense of 

excitement derived from the fact that he had no idea that such a collection might exist, 

given how elitist people often were in our younger days about buying these gossipy film 

magazines. It was very surprising, therefore, that they had found their way to Bimal da’s 

stall and stayed there, rather than being sold as scrap paper. 

I knew already that these popular magazines and newspapers were not given as much 

importance as the second-hand books, diaries or even personal notes. The boipara is 

known for its useful, rich and valuable collection of intellectually relevant material. In 

comparison, other reading material like old newspapers and popular magazines (that are 

frequently visibly less taken care of) are often referred to as ‘extras’, even by some 

book stall owners. Because nothing is ever simply thrown away in the boipara, 

magazines and newspapers are often tied up with coconut ropes and stashed at the 

bottom corners of the stalls waiting to be sold to grocers and so on. This is what rescued 

the magazines that were so relevant for Sayon. For me, though, it is the capacity of the 

boipara to store and provide all sorts of random and unexpected sources of information 

about more or less everything that is important. It is like a hard copy internet that 

greatly predates the internet, and the rhizomes that circulate within it and emerge from it 

offer endless possibilities.  

It is not just a question of marvelling at the chances of finding things like popular 

magazines. Sayon’s experience shows that in the boipara the aggregation and 

coexistence of knowledges of all kinds, traversing all subjects and genres, also have the 

potential to defy all prejudices against content or about value. Even though the books 

are its main trade and constitute the most important aspects of the space – 

commercially, intellectually and affectively – it is the rhizomics of circulation, of 

second-handedness, indeed many-handedness, that saturates the materiality of the 

boipara, giving it its unique character and shaping a wide range of possible responses to 

it. 

Soundscape and colour 
Sound, colour and light play an important role in the mobile, relational and shifting 

atmosphere of the boipara. Whenever I begin trying to describe how the spatiality 

unfolds, multiple visual and auditory elements come to mind. These are not confined to 

books, book stalls, conversations I have had or friends I have met there. I also recall the 
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colours of the paint on the stalls; the fading yellow paper of the musty-smelling second-

hand books; the smog from the traffic on the main road cutting across the precinct and 

the clunky clatter of cars and vans on the cobbled surface; the sound of the tram; the 

calls of the hawkers and stall holders offering bargains; the clamour of protest marches 

– or michil in Bengali; the school and college students chattering and laughing; the 

clanking of tea urns and tin mugs from the tea-stalls; the very different noises of the 

coffee house with its echoing, spacious interior and high ceilings, the cross-currents of 

many conversations round wooden tables, teaspoons in ceramic cups, the waiters’ 

voices, their shoes on the wooden floor, and the extraordinary impact of their 

nineteenth-century uniforms on the overall ambience of the place. These things all stay 

with me. The outer walls of the university, college and school buildings are covered 

with layers of posters and street art whose combinations of colours, words and parts of 

words and images remain to be recovered as palimpsestic fragments by a mixture of 

memory and imagination. For anyone who has been there regularly, wandered about 

and lingered in the space, then, the word boipara is enough in itself to evoke a complex 

array of sensory impressions. 

Observational and reflective diary notes, September 2016  

I notice the rhythms of the space attuning to my own bodily registers the moment I cross 

the footpath from Bidhan Sarani main road into the boipara. These days, almost all of 

the book stalls keep at least some new books along with the old ones. However, I 

remember Dadu mentioning how there was a time when the stores had only second-

hand books. Those of us who are current and/or the have-been regulars of the boipara 

are very aware of a distinction between those who buy new books and those who buy 

old books. It is kind of understood in the space that those who buy new books, that is, 

apart from one’s curriculum requirements, were always looked down upon by those 

who only bought old books. I had been a part of this trope for a long time, lecturing my 

juniors in college how they were doing a disservice to the space by buying or looking 

for new books that they need, and not the second-hand books that they really should be 

looking for. This was an important stand that we thought we were taking for the 

boipara. However, apart from our anti-capitalism stand of supporting book stalls over 

book stores, there was something else that drew us emotionally closer to the book stalls. 

The stalls provided us with a familiar environment. We knew the sound of the voices of 

the book stall owners, the familiarity of the chatter of adda of our friends who used to 

sit in the stalls, discussing life for hours had a sense of knowingness that was 
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comforting. We always had our own ‘thek’, an informal Bengali expression for the 

owning of a space for a few hours by a group of friends. These theks were usually the 

book stalls, or the tea-stalls.  

As young adult, one of the things that I was consistently curious about was that the 

boipara was always so special to the regulars, like my Dadu, not only for the 

circulation of second-hand books, but for the circulation of knowledge – through the 

books they read, the intimate familiarity they formed with the sounds and colours of the 

space and the conversations they had there. It was strongly evident in the vivid 

descriptions they gave of the space. Over the years I got to be a part of this circulation 

as well.  

I remember, as college students, me and my friends adopted wearing khadi clothes and 

using rug bags, especially if we were visiting the boipara area. In Sunil Gangopadhay’s 

novels we had read that the youth of the 1970s were especially inclined to wearing 

locally produced cotton and khadi material clothes: attached to this dress code was the 

idea of a middle-class Bengali, reformed, experiencing a cultural renaissance and 

politically left-leaning. Times had of course changed in the 2000s when I went to 

College. However, even today, as I sit and write notes about the boipara, sipping coffee 

in the coffee house, I am wearing a chrome yellow kurti with jeans. I cannot help but 

reflect back on my choices then (that is, during my college days) and even now. There is 

something more than a socio-political and cultural statement happening here. I am 

looking around and I notice that there is a strange composition or a gradience of 

colours within the coffee house. It is hard to describe yet vividly experienced: the 

rugged brown wooden tables and chairs, the deep brown coffee, the partially slipping in 

sunlight through the skylight windows on top of the coffee house roof, the grey, dense 

layer of smoke that looms and circulates in the room. In our daily lives we come across 

innumerable material objects. Amongst these, different spaces always have specific 

ways of making some of these material objects ‘their own’. I remember Dadu always 

using ink pens and HB pencils for writing or taking notes on the margins of his books. 

In the coffee house today, I notice that there are no laptops or tablets but notebooks, 

pens and pencils that people are using in the coffee house now, as too am I. I can see 

that a lot of the students are carrying their laptops but none of them are using them. I 

notice that the dark blue and green colour of the ink from the ink pens complements the 

chrome yellow and brown hue of the room beautifully. I had never noticed this before, 
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but today on my fieldwork I see how all of these colours coming together gives me a 

sense of familiarity and belonging.  

It is obvious that my experiences are attended by strong associations with the sounds 

and colours of College Street. It is not only the sensory impressions that matter, but also 

the affects they produce, the embodied responses, the emotions. For example, many of 

my interviewees commented how the coffee house creates an environment of comfort 

and a feeling of ‘being at a place that we have known for long’ through the sound of 

multiple conversations, groups of friends singing together with a guitar and the coffee 

table tops as their musical accompaniments, while the coffee continued to flow. 

Homagni, now pursuing a medical career, was a student of the medical college in 

College Street in the 90s. Her recollections of that time are vivid and she made a point 

of mentioning how she remembered the space through colour and smell. 

Interview comments from Homagni, past medical student regular, August 2016 

Boipara r amej tai alada [The atmosphere of the boipara is something else]. The 
peculiar smell the used to come from in between the old pages of the books, the chrome 

yellow colour of the pages was half the reason why I used to buy second-hand books. 

There is also something really grey and gloomy about the boipara. I cannot really 

figure out why exactly this colour comes to my mind right now. Is it the streets or the 

smog? I remember the broken footpaths kind of having the same colour as the cobbled 

tram lines. The bright yellow cabs, the white and blue tramlines, and the uneven shaped 

stalls added a unique texture to the place. Then there is the sound of the electric spark 

from the antenna and the connection lines of the tram. The trams are significantly slow 

compared to the surrounding traffic. You know, I remember the buses, taxis and the 

private cars moving through the traffic at a completely different pace than the tram. The 

tram is slow and halts every five minutes in the College Street area, so I remember the 

trams more vividly. Also, the protests and vigils that took place near the area added to 

the traffic. It was so chaotic and slow and congested, but I loved it. Somehow everything 

seemed to work. The congestion, the composition of colour, the sound and the overall 

interaction created a unique mood.  

Like many of my recollections with which I commenced this section, Homagni’s 

description is focused on qualities and impressions: on shape and movement and colour 

and sounds rather than descriptions of objects and people (it is the trams’ slowness and 

their relationship to the relative speed of other vehicles, for example, that she remarks 
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on in recollection). Her descriptions begin to evoke the atmosphere of the place and 

how it envelops her memories (‘It was so chaotic and slow and congested, but I loved 

it’) and dwell on moving, seeing and noticing the mood.  

Experience in a space and the elements that comprise the sensorial atmosphere share a 

symbiotic relationship. I have already explained that despite the habits of 

representational expression suggesting otherwise, in fact elements like sound or colour 

are never simply ‘in the background’. They have active and tangible effects on how we 

navigate and how we register what is occurring in a place. For example, while I 

remember many occasions when I walked along the lanes and by-lanes of the boipara, 

often stopping to browse books in the stalls or have a conversation if I bumped into 

someone I knew, there were also many other times when I would simply stop and gaze 

at the area and all the movements taking place around me. Sometimes these pauses were 

in response to events: the sound of chants and slogans being yelled from vigils or 

marches somewhere unseen, which prompted me to ask someone passing by whether 

they knew what the protest was about; sometimes for merely practical reasons on 

reaching the edge of the road where I would need to wait for a break in the chaotic 

traffic. Sometimes I seemed to stop for no particular reason. Whether one’s movements 

and pauses are casual or deliberate, the momentary ‘eventful’ unfoldings of a passage 

through the boipara are neither empty nor passive. Whatever interrupts us or distracts 

us opens our engagements with colours, sounds, smells, speeds, intensities that 

influence our own movements, responses and understandings. That is, when we stop we 

do not stop only to notice, but to think. These are the very moments when colours, 

sounds, smells, speeds, intensities and contrasts become active in influencing our own 

process of movement.  

At the same time, these also become the moments when we stop to make sense of what 

may have invited us to stop, when we reflect on the books or the stalls or the traffic or 

the coffee house. In doing so, we begin to realise how the atmosphere of the place 

communicates with us, and to respond to that. This is strongly akin to Kaya Barry’s 

recognition in exploring the relationship between atmospheric movements and tourism, 

that certain destinations ‘intensify our attunement to the collaborative processes of re-

orientation during transit’  (2016, p. 375). Even without ‘a’ destination – indeed, 

because of a multiplicity of destinations – this is true of a visit to the boipara. There, as 

in the case of Barry’s tourist sites, our actions engage in continual collaboration with 

our surroundings. What differs, of course, is the degree to which, in the boipara, this 
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collaboration is interpreted by those engaged in it as an outcome and affirmation of their 

long-term embeddedness in the space. The affective collaborative relationship is 

powerfully associated with being ‘a regular’, in recollection and in current experience. 

In ‘The gloomy city: rethinking the relationship between light and dark’, Tim Edensor 

(2015) uses the idea of the city at night as a ‘second city’ to explore the logic of 

oppositions between light and dark. The term ‘second city’ comes from Sharpe’s (2008) 

description  of a place ‘“with its own geography and its own set of citizens” that 

emerges when daylight fades’ (Edensor 2015, p. 423). Edensor finds in this idea the 

basis for a critique of conventional cultural constructions of darkness. He also notes 

how lived navigation through and experiences of dimly lit spaces can produce affective 

experiences that are far removed from these conventional understandings (2015, p. 

423).  

In relation to books, the question of whether a space is well or poorly lit clearly 

becomes important. There is normally an expectation that any place involved in the 

reading and buying and selling of books will be adequately lit. This is a matter of both 

physical convenience and health. A dimly or poorly lit library or book shop is criticised 

for ignoring these concerns. In the boipara, the more permanent and established book 

shops, and the publishing houses, have always been brightly and uniformly lit.57 

                                                
57 In my discussion of the Oxford Bookstore in Chapter Five, I pointed how the store uses mood lighting 
above shelves, specifically installed for the reader’s convenience in browsing.  
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Figure 21: The interiors of the stalls provide shade and so become places in which to pause.  

The photo above suggests that the contrast between bright light and dark interiors can 

make reading temporarily difficult. The dimly lit book stalls, although they have 

become better lit due to changes in street lighting technologies, and increasingly 

brighter interior lighting using newer, smarter modes, are not designed to facilitate 

reading. Their cluttered, cave-like arrangements more often than not still render reading 

difficult – the piles of books can themselves block their new lighting from various 

angles, and that lighting can in any event be less effective at different times of day, in 

different weather, in different seasons. All of that, though, is, in the end, a non-issue for 

most patrons. The numerous, old-fashioned and/or inefficient lighting set-ups that still 

pertain in many stalls and the newer forms of lighting in other stalls that are 

ineffectively placed in relation to readerly needs, continue to provide an atmosphere for 
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the stalls, and thus and for the boipara generally, that regulars tend to treasure. This is 

because dim lighting contributes to a sense of intimacy, excitement, serendipity and 

anticipation that people associate with the boipara, a place they have long known or 

have more recently come to want to know precisely because of the atmosphere and 

mood associated with it.  

Inside the book stalls there is little room to move. Unless situated at the end of the 

footpath, each stall is hemmed in on both sides by neighbouring stalls. Their inner walls 

are lined with shelves for displaying the books, while the space on the footpath 

immediately in front of each stall is covered in piles of books. The clutter of books and 

magazines, and the cramped nature of the stalls reinforce the impression of how poorly 

lit they are, even in the daytime. This is certainly something that was obvious to the stall 

owner I cited in the previous chapter, whose recollections of the boipara were framed 

by his experience of the history of public and stall-holder lighting there, and the impacts 

of that on the book stalls. His point, though, in rehearsing that history, was that people 

seemed to prefer dim lighting.  

Drawing on Bryan Palmer, Edensor notes that darkness or the absence of light can be 

interpreted as a time for ‘transgression, as well as disconsolation and alienation, the 

“time for daylight’s dispossessed – the deviant, the dissident, the different”… the 

opportunity for clandestine, revolutionary and conspiratorial activities that foster the 

imaginative, creative “resources of otherness” that challenge the daytime norms of 

commerce, economic rationality and regulation’ (Edensor, 2015, p.429).  

I have already discussed in relation to assemblage, in particular, how the boipara is a 

space that continually opens out to other spaces, produces movement, flow and flux. 

One of the examples I used of the connections beyond itself that the boipara makes 

were the insights provided by bookseller Rajen da regarding the fascinating range of 

‘clandestine’ uses to which the circulation of second-hand books were put in the past, 

from secret love affairs to underground political activities. We have also seen that the 

boipara is still sought out and ‘protected’ by regulars for its bohemian ambience, its 

lengthy associations with all kinds of cultural, social and political resistance and 

rebellion. Further, even if it is a place where ‘the daytime norms of commerce’ apply, 

there is a kind of irony at work in the extent to which many aspects of the space actively  

promote those ‘night time’ activities of imagination and creativity.  
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While there are apparently ironic disjunctions between the cheek by jowl mass of 

cluttered book stalls that constitute the crowded pavements of the boipara, and the 

intellectual, social and cultural fluidity and openness of the College Street area to 

difference, creativity and political radicalism, this would be a mistaken reading (so to 

speak). For those who enjoy the precinct, the co-location, connections and circulations 

involved in the College Street assemblage(s) produce coherences and ruptures at one 

and the same time. They notice cracks that serve as enablers of departures, encourage 

lines of flight, imagination, exploration. These in turn circulate into the city as a whole 

with the people and books who move between. I suggest that the students, scholars and 

other everyday regulars of the space who continue to visit these book stalls, feel that an 

overabundance of light creates a disruption to their familiar experience, and that it is 

that very familiarity that makes the boipara feel welcoming. Light, or the inadequacy of 

it, is simply another element to reinforce the ongoing sense of difference, resistance, 

counter-cultural thinking, unconventional social attitudes that people seek in and from 

the boipara, and that the space itself contributes to producing, materially, affectively. 

Taken together, the contrasts, coherences and ruptures characteristic of the boipara are 

what people make use of in making sense of it, and in finding, by doing so, that it offers 

them opportunities for choice, expression, creative action. 

The inclusive disjunctions (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) of the College Street precinct 

are crucial to understanding the relational nature of space as well as looking at ‘the 

things that happen in space’ as events. They are equally crucial to understanding the 

boipara. The experience of browsing at any time through books in the confined physical 

space of a book stall, surrounded by a blue and grey tin wall, for example, and the 

musty smell of second-hand books, peering through the low light at their yellowing 

pages, undoes conventional oppositions between light and dark, blurring the differences 

between night and day for the customer. These closed in spaces in fact become sites of 

flux and of difference, venues for the movement of imagination, for openings. It is no 

surprise, then, to discover that the regular customers who still come to these stalls are 

disturbed by the encroachment of too much light. There is more than nostalgia to it. 

Their sentiments point towards another level of experience of the boipara, measured by 

affect in the contradictory (‘transgressive’) circulation of sensory perceptions. 
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Figure 22: Second-hand books stacked against the trees on the outer edges of the footpath. 

Adda  
Like the stalls and their layout, the books and magazines, the movements and colours 

and sounds of the space, the adda forms an important aspect of the boipara. Historian 

Dipesh Chakraborty explains that ‘The word adda (pronounced “uddah”) is translated 

by the Bengali linguist Sunitikumar Chattopadhyay as “a place” for “careless talk with 
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boon companions” or “the chats of intimate friends”’ (Chakraborty 1999, p. 110). Adda 

is a unique practice essentially involving friends coming together in various public and 

private spaces as a part of their everyday routines. The origins of the adda are difficult 

to pinpoint, but, as a practice it typically associated with Bengali culture. In ‘Adda, 

Calcutta: Dwelling in Modernity’, Chakraborty writes vividly about the practice of the 

bangalir adda (the Bengali adda), observing that at the time he was writing at the very 

end of the twentieth century – and this is still the case – the practice of the adda is taken 

to be ‘peculiarly Bengali and ... marks a primary national characteristic of the Bengali 

people to such a degree that the “Bengali character” could not be thought without it’ 

(1999, p. 113). As Chakraborty observes, contemporary Bengalis can be identified as 

Indian (living in the state of West Bengal) or Bangladeshi citizens. My references to the 

practice of the adda reflect only on what occurs in India (indeed, in Calcutta). Indeed, 

my attention is focussed on the adda not so much as an example of a Bengali practice 

but more specifically on how it manifests in the boipara.  

In his preface to Kolkata’r adda (2010) Samarendra Das writes that there is a specific 

sense of judgement or sociological baggage associated with the word ‘addabaaj’ (one 

who participates in and is ‘addicted’ to the adda). It is as if anyone dedicated to their 

work should never fall into the practice of the adda. The reasoning behind such a 

judgement is grounded in the very nature of the practice. The adda is, however, a 

productive social practice through which many Bengalis have raised and apparently 

solved many social, political and cultural issues. It is where groups of friends come 

together to share their own stories, comment on other stories, enjoy the conversation 

and the company of others, debate issues and relish the process. The adda traditionally 

belongs to a number of spaces, both public and private, and it cuts across all classes and 

social divides. On a regular Calcutta afternoon or evening, one can witness adda 

unfolding in the ro’aks (which I described earlier); in the living rooms of Bengali 

households; at the corners of lanes and footpaths; inside shanty tea-stalls; and, most 

popularly, in the coffee house in College Street boipara. The regulars of the adda in the 

coffee house take special pride in their activity. It is as if the coffee house is their own 

place. Also, to participate in the adda in the coffee house has certain cultural, political 

and intellectual prestige (due to the location of the ‘Albert Hall’ coffee house in 

proximity to the most prestigious Universities and colleges in the city). I have explained 

that the boipara has long been the breeding ground of leftist progressive political 

ideologies, music, art cinema, literature and visual arts. As the current manager of 
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coffee house, Ratan da, proudly stressed in talking with me, the adda sessions of coffee 

house have produced some of the most celebrated Indian literary figures, including 

Sunil Gangopadhyay, Shakti Chattopadhyay, Shankho Ghosh and Tarapada Roy. 

Gangopadhyay, along with friends and fellow poets and novelists, Ananda Bagchi and 

Dipak Mazumdar, were the driving force behind establishment of  the celebrated literary 

magazine Krittibas. Commencing publication in 1953, it was the first of its kind to 

come out of the many informal adda that took place in the coffee house. Later literary 

movements that raised their voices against the establishments of their time, like ‘The 

Hungry Generation’, also found and developed their initial voices through interactions 

in the boipara (as well as other settings, of course)  

Ronojit Das, in a chapter entitled ‘Coffee house er adda’ (2010, p. 173-176), notes that 

every Saturday the huge hall of the coffee house, during the seventies and the eighties, 

used to be packed with regulars who came for the adda. This was the time when Das 

was active within the literary scene and was also a regular of the coffee house. At that 

time, when Sakti Chattopadhyay was the young rising star of anti-establishment poetry, 

he used to make an appearance every now and then. His unbelievable grasp of and 

talent with the Bengali language made him the centre of all adda. Generally speaking, 

however, the coffee house was never a ‘star struck’ place: when I was a student there it 

was still common for poets, film makers and other artists to make frequent visits 

without that causing any fuss among other regulars. Also, nothing was off the tables for 

discussion in the coffee house: from Marx to Kafka; from the films of Godard and 

Truffaut to Eisenstein’s Film Sense; from local politics to crucial national issues; 

intractable social problems and the urgent need for social and cultural change.  

Most of the regulars of the coffee house were chain smokers and the ashtrays on the 

tables overflowed with butts and ash. Over time the place had developed a permanent, 

distinctive odour consisting largely of a combination of cigarette smoke and coffee. The 

smoke is probably why everyone remembers the atmosphere as grey and foggy. I 

remember, too, how the loud discussions around various tables would cut through the 

dense air. While in the daytime the skylight windows created a greyish-white hue within 

the room, in the evening the atmosphere felt more intense from the yellow bulb lights. 

Lighting was uneven, however, being much brighter in the corners of the room but 

dimmer, with a more ‘bohemian’ effect, in other places. In effect, it was a theatre of a 

very different kind. 



 204 

Das writes about how the coffee house regulars had preferred dress codes (2014). 

Versions of these were adopted by the older middle class intelligentsia and by young 

middle class students as becoming-radicals. Cheap half-sleeve shirts, old trousers, rag 

shoulder bags and slippers were a standard dress code from the 1970s, and touches of it 

continued, as I have mentioned, to my own time as a student. Das notes how in the 70s 

he had a weakness for jeans and thus his staple outfit was torn t-shirts and jeans, a look 

that he connects with his efforts to write sexually adventurous poetry. Many a time in 

the coffee house he was criticised both for wearing jeans and for relying on sexuality in 

his poetry. At that time, despite the pride it took in its radical intellectual and political 

reputation, Bengal was still suffocated by a bourgeois discomfort regarding sexual 

expression in creative work. Das was one of the first poets to break this barrier. In his 

poetic career he was both applauded and criticised for this.  

Nevertheless, if you were published in one of the prestigious little magazines at that 

time you were always applauded. The Saturday adda sessions in the coffee house were 

also important for this reason. Writers could bring in copies of their newly published 

work either in books or little magazines and distribute them to everyone sitting on the 

different tables. It was an effective way of getting one’s name more widely known at 

the time. 

 

Figure 23: The coffee house. (Source: Creative Commons) 
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Apart from the coffee house, the inside of some of the book stalls, the publishing 

houses, tea stalls and even the corner of the lanes and by-lanes often served as sites for 

adda too. These adda were slightly different to what took place in the adda of the 

coffee house. The adda of the streets, footpaths stalls and lanes were not all intellectual 

and literary. They were more varied, with topics ranging from football and cricket to 

politics and general everyday observations of the weather or the traffic. People who had 

their own groups and specific spaces in the boipara made it a point to get together in 

these spaces and then in due time disperse. The adda were never peripheral to the 

‘main’ activities of the boipara, nor were they simply background or an interruption to 

those activities. The prominence of the coffee house adda, in particular, and their place 

in the intellectual traditions of the boipara, of Calcutta, and even – more widely – of 

India meant that those unceasing, noisy conversations developed their own movement 

and connections beyond the tables where they happened. But, whatever their effect in 

the wider world, the everyday fabric of the boipara is unimaginable and incomplete 

without the adda, both in the coffee house and in many other places throughout the area. 

One can think of or be a part of multiple sessions of adda in the city which means that 

the adda has always existed regardless of its close relationship with the boipara.  

Boipara r aamej (the mood of the boipara) 
Each of the elements of the boipara that I discuss here has scope for a much more 

detailed exploration. However, even if they are only fragments of a much more detailed 

account, it is these bits and pieces of the coming together of the apparently useless 

magazines, the sound, colour, smells, the act of walking and the adda all participate 

vitally in the spatial atmospherics of the boipara. Our experiences within any spatial 

environment is always composite when we remember a particular moment or period of 

time we spent somewhere. Thus, for me, writing about the boipara entailed witnessing 

or immersing myself in the shifting and complex theatricality, performativity, 

eventness, materiality and affectivity of the space. It is only in that way that I am able to 

find ways to understand the simultaneity and intricacy with which space undergoes 

continual construction. Thus, it seems to me more useful to revisit, remember and 

rethink a place and its spatial movements than try to enumerate, analyse, demystify or 

deconstruct its complex networks of interaction. Sensations and movements are always 

congealing with each other while informing, reinforming and reorienting the space and 

its components. In an environment like the boipara, there is little to be gained by sorting 

all its elements into intellectual piles and ordering them according to arrangements that 
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rely on a foreground and a background or any other hierarchy. As human, material 

bodies, when we do not resist the collective movements of a place and allow ourselves 

to be open to the unfolding of its sensations, affect starts to make sense and we start to 

make sense of it. 

 There is a song by the eminent Bengali singer Manna Dey which begins: 

Coffee house er shei adda ta aaj ar nei, aaj ar nei, 
Kothay hariye gelo sonali bikel gulo shei, aa jar nei… 

 

This translates as: 

The old adda of the coffee house are not there anymore 
We wonder where the evenings with their golden hues have gone.  

The song is a beautiful nostalgic evocation of evenings. In our college days in the early 

2000s we used to often sing this song sitting in the coffee house imagining what it was 

like in the boipara and the coffee house in the 70s and the 80s. However, more recently 

reflecting on Dey’s lyrics, something else caught my attention. This song that tries to 

capture a sense of loss and a yearning for the times of the past was itself written in the 

70s. The song focuses on seven friends who were once all regulars of the coffee house 

and who have all moved in different directions in their lives. I wondered if there was 

this sense of yearning for the past and a sense of an atmosphere that is not there 

anymore even in the 70s. Is the song, then, simply remembering the past? Or is there 

something more complex at work here? It seems as if engaging with the mood or the 

atmosphere of a space like that of the boipara can often entail a recognition of being in 

a present while yearning for – and thus summoning up – the past at the same time, 

whether a personal past or a past transmitted by others. Time, in this relationship, is not 

simple (folded once) but complex. And in that it calls attention to itself, making those 

who listen to the song aware of the possibility of the eventfulness of time. Being in the 

past and the present is to be in-between, noticing the everyday unfoldings of the boipara 

as a process which is always more than it seems.  
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Figure 24: The coffee house (Source: Creative Commons) 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: The boipara as an event 

With its concepts, philosophy brings forth events.  
Deleuze and Guattari 1994, p. 199 
 

In-between interactions 
What is it to write about space? Is it different to writing about anything else: objects, 

emotions, events? I have dwelt on the issue of writing more than once already, but 

because this writing is part of my engagements with the boipara I continue to reflect on 

how I am developing something that is not just a report on (i.e. representation of) those 

engagements. Returning to my own process of writing has also helped me reflect about 

how writing has been and is very actively engaged in the mobile processes of the 

boipara as an assemblage, and how it connects to assemblages beyond itself.   

Although writing is conventionally regarded as a representational medium, I have come 

to recognise how the unfolding of space is best explained through trajectories of 

thinking that are different from conventional forms of representation and 

conceptualisation. There is clearly a potential roadblock when efforts to escape the 

conventions of representation need to be expressed according to what seem to be the 

terms of those conventions. Perhaps we need to be creative in asking questions around 

writing about city spaces like the boipara. Exploring a space that is primarily 

characterised by movement, shifts and relationality requires that we try to find new or 

renewed approaches to writing/writing about everyday spatial experiences. I do not 

think that it is productive to question the utility of scholarly writing, nor is it useful to 

argue that we should replace it with ‘creative writing’ as something assumed to be its 

binary opposite. If there’s anything we can learn from wandering among the book stalls 

and browsing in the many forms of writing in the boipara, it is surely that such a binary 

is not only problematised but rendered meaningless in the context. All it does is produce 

an exclusive disjunction (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), by reproducing an opposition as 

old as Plato banishing the poets from the Republic (a republic of reason). Such an 

opposition between scholarly discourses and creative discourses is characteristic of 

Western culture, and was intensified throughout Modernity. I do not think it was 

particularly meaningful to my Dadu. Even though he was a particularly well-read man 

who held scholarly activities in very high regard, his modes of valuing of writing 

operated on a markedly continuous plane and through heterogenous strata. I am 
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suggesting that we start to think in terms of experimental approaches to scholarly 

writing that are entirely comfortable weaving together personal experience, affective 

knowledge and conceptual reflections to make multiplicities and open new 

conversations. After all, the processes of making multiplicities are a significant part of 

why those of us who have great affection for the boipara also have great affection for 

second-hand books and for the many-handed evidence of other people’s thoughts and 

feelings they carry in the writing in their margins, on flyleafs, between chapters and 

paragraphs, on slips of paper, bookmarks, accidental backs of shopping lists and so on. 

These become imaginative links and departure points for everyone engaged in the 

circuits of knowledge to which we all contribute. They participate in the business of 

making-sense in myriad ways. 

 
 
Figure 25: The boipara proliferates from College Street into one of the inner laneways. 

In a 1998 review article, ‘Turning Spatial’, Ben Highmore discussed three 1996 books, 

two by Victor Burgin and one by Rosalyn Deutsche. The value to me now of this review 

is how Highmore contextualised the books in relation to changes in the scholarly 

landscape. He opens with this observation:  
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If the number of books with the word “mapping” in the title is 
anything to go by, then cultural studies is experiencing what can only 
be described as a “spatial turn”. In calling this new emphasis on the 
spatial a spatial turn, in the same way that academics have written of a 
“postmodern turn” or a “linguistic turn”, I want to stress the way that 
cultural theory is saturated with spatial metaphors, even when space 
(physical and metaphoric) has not been the object of investigation. But 
if spatiality has always been a part of cultural thought, then why has 
space become the explicit focus of attention for so many writers? And 
why now? (1998, p. 284) 

Highmore noticed how privileging ‘the spatiality of the cultural allows writers to attend 

to relationships across and between a heterogeneity of multicultural practices’ and how 

‘this can promote a cultural relativism that not only avoids the universalizing tendencies 

of attempts to apprehend the social totality…’ (p.284). Further, he recognised the 

usefulness of ‘a spatial perspective’ in understanding cultural diversities, power 

relations and a ‘dynamically changing’ society. ‘The urgency of such a spatial approach 

should be evident’, which it clearly was (p. 284). Having canvassed what Burgin and 

Deutsche – whose titles do not include the word ‘mapping’ – have to offer to what was 

already becoming a conflictual rather than consensual debate. Drawing attention to their 

over-emphasis on certain genres of visual art and certain artists , Highmore asked: 

If anti-disciplinarity is to mean anything, should exemplifications not 
emerge from a much wider field? Are there not other critically spatial 
practices outside the disciplinary walls of art? Is representational work 
not being done in more diffuse and everyday ways? (p.288) 

What greatly concerned him was an over-emphasis by both authors on Lefebvre’s 

‘representation of space’ and their very limited examination of  ‘representational space’. 

‘This indifference to more everyday spatial practices severely limits the scope of both 

authors’ work’, he wrote (p. 288). Highmore’s own work, of course, increasingly 

attended to the material, the everyday, the ‘diffuse’ and dispersed elements that 

populate and animate any space – whether real or represented. Further, it increasingly 

problematised the usefulness of representationalism per se. He concluded his 1998 

review with this: 

In calling the lived experience of space “representational space” or  
“the spaces of representations”, Lefebvre insists that experience is 
conducted in and through representations. But although our commerce 
with space is never free of representations, neither are we held 
prisoner by any one representational mode. The potential of the spatial 
for Lefebvre had to include the possibility of its transformation in the 
everyday practices of social subjects, negotiating, refusing, and 
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reusing space. It is here in the “getting by”, “the making do”, in the 
creativity of actual men and women, that the spatial subject, never 
wholly structured into spatial relations, exhibits an agency capable of 
generating different space. (p. 288)   

 Here, in both Lefebvre’s insights and Highmore’s recognition of the most significant 

aspects of them, are seeds of new forms of thinking in and through writing about space. 

I remain grateful to Highmore for drawing my attention to the importance of relatively 

early shifts in how we might deal with space and representation, and also for providing 

various examples in his own work since of inter- and trans-disciplinary thinking and 

writing; of the kinds of creative interactions, coalescences and emergences I am arguing 

for here. 

Recent decades have seen a range of approaches to thinking and writing that destabilise 

or set in motion fixed and static representations of space, notably by Soja and Massey. 

Without attempting the cover the whole terrain that opened out from the ‘spatial turn’, it 

was bound to impel such further developments as: the ‘material turn’ through Actor 

Network Theory (Latour 2005), Thing Theory (Brown 2011) and New Materialism 

(Coole 2010; Frost 2010; Bennett 2009); the ‘new mobilities paradigm’ (Urry 2006, 

Sheller 2006); and the development of ‘non-representational theory’ (Thrift 2008) for 

thinking about spatiality. All of these have contributed significantly towards thinking 

with and through different forms and systems of representing space. No single 

theoretical approach has settled the matter, however, and the problem of representation 

remains open in many different disciplines, including cultural geography. In a recent 

article Ben Anderson (2018) discusses the idea of the ‘force of representations’ in the 

context of renewed interest in the question of representation in cultural geography. 

Whether in relation to how new genres of climate art might spark 
response to anthropogenic climate change (Hawkins et al., 2015), the 
role of digital images in the ongoing (re/de)composition of urban life 
(Rose, 2017), or the functions of talk and text in ‘fixes’ to mobility 
infrastructure crises (Bissell and Fuller, 2017), there is a concerted 
effort to understand the force of representations as they make, remake 
and unmake worlds. (Anderson 2018, p.1) 

Various returns to the question of representation in relation to writing about space 

continue to open new creative lines of thinking. This shift is a response to developments 

in language theory but also in our understandings of space and spatial practices, which 

require us to frame our interactions with places in diverse new ways.  
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In the light of all this, navigating the space of the boipara (a series of experiences which 

I like to refer to as ‘doing’ the space) and writing from those experiences (in ways that 

hope to escape representationalism) are not easily separated. In this, I find myself 

echoing Anderson’s observation about the importance of considering ‘representations 

(in all their diverse forms) as only ever part of and becoming with a host of other 

processes, events and things’ (Anderson 2018, p. 3). From this perspective, my 

experience of the boipara is part of my writing and my writing is part of my experience 

(so it cannot be produced as a record of that experience or regarded as such). In writing 

my own fieldwork observations and reflections I consciously tried to break with my 

own long-term habits of scholarly writing58 instead allowing myself to use words and 

phrases that expressed feelings and sensations. As often as I could I wrote my notes in 

the midst of the events unfolding around me, however when I did reflective diary entries 

later, I still tried not to slip into ‘scholar’ mode, marked as it is (in the way I was 

trained) with a completely unrealistic effort to be ‘objective’ by sounding ‘objective’. 

My conscious awareness of expressing feelings, affective responses, emotional 

memories and so on frequently brought my reflections close enough to what was 

happening to allow me to recognise my interactions with my interviewees, and their 

interactions with each other, as forms of expression in themselves. 

From everyday spatial practices to lines of flight 
The boipara, as I have stressed, is never static, particularly because of the movements 

of people and books and the ways in which the books are arrayed and how the people 

interact with each other. My writing needed to be adequate to all that movement simply 

in order to ‘keep up with it’, to participate in the ebb and flow, to understand it through 

my own interactions and my own recognitions. I have not attempted, either, to write 

only in and about the boipara, confining myself to events and conversations that 

occurred there. Like the books themselves, we all have lives outside the boipara, we all 

circulate through events and interactions in many other places and we carry knowledge 

and experience, as well as feelings of many sorts, with us wherever we go. So, in 

                                                
58 Very formal scholarly writing in English, burdened with theoretical discussion, was instilled during my 
Indian education. In cultural theory coursework during my second Masters in Australia I was introduced 
to readings from Ben Highmore, Michael Taussig, Elspeth Probyn, Doreen Massey, Anne Game and 
Andrew Metcalf, Bill Brown and many others whose modes of scholarly writing in English were 
engaging, exploratory, comfortable with the personal voice, the use of anecdotes and so on. During my 
Masters with Honours project research I increasingly discovered different scholarly voices, from the 
densely theoretical but completely accessible (like Agamben) to the creative (Robert MacFarlane). I 
began to find a new voice. This thesis is an extension of that exploration of the potentials of writing itself 
to uncover and combine ideas. 
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writing this thesis, I have tried to produce a kind of fabric from threads of personal 

stories and experiences, the stories of others and the experiences they have passed on to 

me, the memories and affections that have told me something about how family, 

friends, fieldwork participants, people I have met elsewhere or whose words I have 

read, understand and respond to College Street. That is, I have woven an existing pile of 

personal narratives that were a part of my own experiences together with the stories, 

experiences, narratives and analyses I have encountered. When stories and impressions 

and conversations and movements and experiences and interactions and sensations and 

objects and the feelings they provoke and anything else that might be discovered about 

a place are brought together in a ‘common ground’ of thought (no matter where they 

came from and how they were collected) there are different ways of making sense of 

their coexistence.  

To invoke Deleuze and Guattari, there are different ways of encountering the 

assemblage they emerge within, participate in and depart from. One way is to find 

whatever it is they share, to stabilise any problems, complications and uncertainties 

through similarity. Another, more difficult but much more productive approach is to 

look for how their differences communicate with each other, rub up against each other, 

resonate or fall into dissonances that still hold them together. Difference always remains 

uncertain, unstable and, as Clare Colebrook points out, ‘any connection also enables a 

line of flight ...’ (Colebrook 2002, p. xxv). 

Lines of flight can be of two kinds – relative lines of flight and absolute lines of flight. 

‘A relative line of flight is a vector of escape, a move between milieus …’ (Bonta and 

Protevi 2004, p.106). An absolute line of flight is, on the other hand ‘an absolute 

deterritorialization to the plane of consistency, the creation of new attractors and 

bifurcators, new patterns and thresholds’ (2004, p.106). Within the spatiality of the 

boipara, we can discern both relative and absolute lines of flight. To do so might 

require a brief detour to revisit earlier subjects. In Chapter Five, attending to the 

potential affective relations between people and the material circumstances of the 

boipara, I provided an excerpt from my interview with the bookseller, Mainak, who 

responded to my question about changes in the quarter with a history of changes to 

street lighting in the area and their effect on the illumination of the stalls, which 

disturbed many customers. Thinking about the interior of the stalls opens up another 

recognition about how the boipara functions.  



 214 

Mainak’s own stall looks like an enclosed box made of tin, with an asbestos shade. It is 

difficult to estimate the size of the stall given the piles of books everywhere. As I have 

described throughout, that is the same for all the stalls, which vary in size but rarely in 

their degree of clutter. Whether from outside or inside, the stalls look and feel 

claustrophobic. They are enclosed on each side by makeshift tin walls, but piles of 

books at the front also function as a kind of boundary, which also joins what is almost a 

continuum or such frontages with the hundreds of neighbouring stalls. The entryway to 

a stall is usually along one of the walls. As already described, inside there is always a 

dilapidated wooden bench and sometimes a stool. The stool is often occupied by the 

book stall owner, whereas the wooden bench is for the regular customers to sit and read. 

During my fieldwork interview and observation process I sat on one of these stools at 

Rakesh da’s shop. A number of times in our conversation Rakesh da mentioned that he 

wished he had a slightly bigger stall, so that more people could come in. A bigger stall 

would have meant more space for shelves along the walls, and thus more space for 

books. Interestingly, though, Rakesh da never expressed any wish to own one of the 

book shops in the old colonial buildings. It was as if he was imaginatively and bodily 

inseparable from the idea of the book stall: all he needed was more room for more 

books. Perhaps affirming his own attachment to his stall was the attitude of his 

customers. He returned again and again to stories of his customers’ enthusiasm for 

coming into the stall, browsing for books and sitting for a long time on the bench, 

sometimes to decide on which books to buy, sometimes just to read for its own sake.  

The uncontrolled, overlapping series of book stalls spreading onto the footpaths of the 

boipara imparts an idiosyncratic mixture of connection and openness to the space. 

However, the inside of these stalls is quite the opposite: they usually feel enclosed, 

hemmed in and congested. Only one or two customers can fit inside the stall at a time, 

which means – as is often the case – that several other people might be standing outside 

waiting to get in when things get busy. They find a spot wherever they can on the 

footpath, sometimes leaning on a street lamp or the outer railings of the footpath, 

reading whatever books they can get their hands on and hoping for the crowd to thin, or 

pressing the stall owner to find this or that book or other materials, thus adding to a 

curious impression of systematic mayhem. But the regular customers never seem to 

complain about the lack of space.  
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Figure 26: The interiors of the boipara spilling into the footpath. 

Is it possible that a relative line of flight might be discerned in all this? There is much 

that is relatively static on a daily basis in the boipara: the attitudes and behaviours of 

the stall owners follow regular patterns and expectations; the material composition of 

the book stalls, the walls, the shelving, the books themselves (though many these come 

and go every day). But there is also constant movement. The comings and goings of 

people in the streets; the various commotions that I have just mentioned accumulating 

outside one or another book stall; people exchanging money and books and other 

materials or exchanging ideas in the coffee house. The book stalls spread and sprawl 
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across and along footpaths whenever any additional space becomes available. The cars, 

bikes and trams rattle past on the road alongside. Everything is in a kind of flux, but a 

flux which runs through, not outside and separate to, all those other things that are 

largely static and unchanging. In all this, there is one thing that is clearly both stable and 

in motion: the book. Of course, there may be more than one object or characteristic that 

is stable and in motion at one and the same time, but the object that matters to this thesis 

is the book. 
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Figure 27: The narrow walkway between book stalls on the outer side and book shops on the inner side of the footpath 

The book in the boipara (in a way that is not the case for a book in a book shop or on 

someone’s shelf at home) is a point of contact between movement and fixity, a point 

where – we might say – these recognise each other, opening up the possibility of a 

‘vector of escape’ (Bonta and Protevi 2004, p. 106) or a line of flight. But before 

exploring this more deeply, it will be useful to notice some other aspects of the 

connections and movements of these second-hand books.  

Books constantly come and go to and from the boipara. I have referred to this as 

circulation – and books certainly return and depart often enough to think of their 

movements as ‘circular’. They can, however, also be thought about as rhizomic. It is 

important to recall that ‘any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other and 

must be’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p.7) – that is, rhizomes always return to 

themselves as well as making connections beyond themselves that may prompt new 

rhizomes. Books purchased in the boipara generate rhizomic connections between the 

boipara and the world outside the boipara, but given that books can return to any stall, 

their comings and goings  generate rhizomic connections between different parts of the 

boipara. It may also be that they will become part of rhizomic connections between 

different individuals and households outside the boipara before they return for resale, 

perhaps by someone other than the person who took them from the boipara initially. 

Books may never return, so creating a rupture in the tangle of interconnectedness that I 

have just describes, but this does not mean that the book in question ceases to have the 

capacity to carry the rhizomics of boipara further into the world and across time. Any 

rupture is an opportunity for the rhizome to ‘start up again on one of its old lines, or on 

new lines’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 9). To reflect on the many connections, 

disconnections, reconnections, multiplicities and trajectories involved in the rhizomic 

movements generated from the milieu (as middle, as in-between) that is the boipara is 

to understand how assemblages form and are never closed, always involved in 

movements beyond themselves.  

When books return to the boipara, as I have discussed in detail earlier, they return 

changed – sometimes materially with pages torn or dog-eared, sometimes carrying the 

traces of other readers’ thoughts and imaginings in the form of marginal comments, 

clever observations or puzzled questions, sheets of notepaper forgotten in-between the 

pages. The book’s virtual movements are even more rhizomic that its actual 

movements: the ideas it contains, its illustrations, the stories it tells and the additions 
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that accidentally or deliberately travel with it enter into new rhizomic connections and 

other possible arrangements – other assemblages; even creating new assemblages – 

which collect together other ideas, other people, other experiences in seminar rooms or 

coffee houses, changing what people think, how they feel, how they might engage with 

someone else altogether. These connections also weigh on the book in the other 

direction, carrying all the potential of movement back to a stall in the boipara and to the 

pile of other books, with their own recollections of movements, waiting to be purchased 

again.  

Deleuze and Guattari, stressing more generally that ‘[t]he rhizome is anti-genealogy’, 

continue: 

The same applies to the book and the world: contrary to a deeply 
rooted belief, the book is not an image of the world. It forms a 
rhizome with the world, there is an aparallel evolution of the book and 
the world: the books assures the deterritorialization of the world, but 
the world effects a reterritorialization of the book, which in turn 
deterritorializes itself in the world (if it is capable, if it can). (1987, p. 
11) 

Books that find their way to the boipara, and spend years coming and going, to and 

from it, become, in a sense, hyper-capable of fulfilling these functions of ‘the book’. 

The capacity of books to form rhizomes ‘with the world’, is intensified, and re-

intensified again and again, by the boipara itself, the stall owners, their customers, the 

adda, the additions to the books that accumulate over time as a result of the books’ 

movements through many spaces and many hands, and so on. The sense of intensity is 

surely part of the appeal of the boipara, its ‘special’ atmosphere, its role in cultural and 

political transformations.  

The boipara as I have explored it throughout this thesis consists of multiple movements 

and connections and opportunities for intensity or ‘speed’ to build in any part of it at 

any time. It actually relies upon perpetual movements of departure in the form of books 

and the people who read them. As a productive assemblage, however, we have seen that 

the boipara thrives as a space with particular cultural significance not only because of 

these multiple but obvious movements inherent to the exchange of second-hand books, 

but also because of all kinds of intellectual, cultural and political exchanges; exchanges 

between this part of the city and other parts of the city, Calcutta and the rest of the West 

Bengal, Bengali culture and the nation; and the constant exchanges between past, 

present and future. Above all, the boipara is involved in the rhizomics of affect and 
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imagination, which, as discussed above, are a matter of intensities. For Deleuze and 

Guattari (1987) the degree of intensity that builds in any assemblage is what is most 

likely to contribute to the gradual or sudden emergence of fissures, ruptures, escapes, 

departures – that is,  lines of flight – from that assemblage along new trajectories that 

may produce new rhizomes, new assemblages, new intensities, new ruptures, new lines 

of flight …  

A line of flight of the sort most often prompted by the boipara creates an oscillation 

between questions around ‘what used to happen’ and ‘what can happen’ enabling a 

narrative of imagination and anticipation, a ‘vector of freedom, or at least freedom-

from’ (Bonta and Protevi 2004, p. 107). It is, in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, a relative 

line of flight, not an absolute one. Since we are not really able to trace its movement, we 

might even have to call it a provisional line of flight, but it is a circumstance in which 

fixity and movement connect with each other, exchange values and open up new kinds 

of stories about the boipara. In his introduction to A Thousand Plateaus, Brian 

Massumi points out that while the French word for flight (fuite) can also be translated as 

escape, beyond that it has a range of other meanings: ‘Fuite covers not only the act of 

fleeing or eluding but also flowing, leaking, and disappearing into the distance (the 

vanishing point in a painting is a point de fuite)’ (Massumi 1987, p. xvii). For me, the 

idea of flow, with its less dramatic sense of movement, has useful resonances in 

thinking about the temporary destinations of books as well as about intensities and lines 

of flight.  

Towards the event: intensities 
In the previous chapter, I discussed the different parts and participants that play vital 

and active role in relation to the overall sensorial and affective experience of the 

boipara. Any time spent there was to experience a soundscape made up of trams 

moving through the cobbled streets, the voices of the booksellers incessantly calling 

‘didi, didi’,59 the noises of the printing machines in the publishing houses, the countless 

conversations in the street and in the book stalls and the coffee house; people and things 

moving, the colours of clothing, the colours of the walls, the colours of the books; and 

the smells, of people and cars and cigarettes, of coffee and the smell of food drifting 

from the coffee house too, or drifting in from elsewhere. Everything is happening 

                                                
59 As explained earlier, didi is a term of endearment often used in public spaces to call to/draw attention 
to someone who identifies as a female (including female customers and female researchers). 
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simultaneously, like an orchestra, but not in any way harmoniously – it is less ‘in 

harmony’ than like an orchestra preparing to play, tuning up, with everyone 

concentrating on what he or she is doing individually or in their particular small groups. 

Given that the boipara carries beyond itself on the kinds of lines of flight that I have 

written about, can writing expect to capture these experiences or is it meant to be 

achieving something else? I have also previously discussed how each part and 

participant of the boipara can produce its own sense making the whole through object 

relations and/or lived experience. These may require a writing that follows the many 

different trails of sense (recognising that for Deleuze sense is not a simple matter of 

meaning). So, I need to pursue a small detour here about the intersections between 

bodies and words.  

According to Deleuze and Guattari ‘...  names are taken in their extensive usage, in 

other words, function as common nouns ensuring the unification of an aggregate they 

subsume’ (1987, p. 31). This is a crucial point. In many instances throughout this thesis 

it has become apparent how in the boipara the second-hand books never remain just 

second-hand books; the coffee house is never just the coffee house; the interactions, 

conversations, walking and sitting inside the shanty book stalls never remain just that. 

They may have ordinary names, nouns that ‘contain’ an aggregate of references and 

qualities and so on, but that is not all that they are. The have become loaded with all 

sorts of other associations and values. Yet they cannot be pinned down as unique, 

allowing a description to exhaust the object or activity. Many of the objects and 

interactions I have referred to are common, everyday – regular but also irregular – 

spatial practices that take place in all sorts of other situations. People do not exclusively 

read second-hand books in the boipara; they do not smoke cigarettes just in the coffee 

house, or even just in coffee houses; the boipara is not the only place where people 

strike up casual public conversations, go strolling down memory lane, or solve the 

problems of the world through their political discussions and debates. These are routine 

activities and everyday spatial practices that unfold in many urban settings. So why is it 

so difficult to think of and write about the boipara as ‘just like’ anywhere else?  

It is because that is not really the question. It is not about repetition and the order of the 

same. Bonta and Protevi make the following point that is helpful here: 

… one can call “intensive” any linked set of rates of change in 
assemblages or “rhizomic multiplicities” since changes in these ratios 
past an immanently determined critical threshold also trigger 
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qualitative change. The key to Deleuze’s ontology is the claim that 
intensive morphogenic processes give rise to actual or stratified 
entities whose extensive properties and fixed qualities are the object 
of representational thought and occlude the intensities which give rise 
to them. (2004, p.101) 

 

I have discussed above why intensive processes are important for my understandings 

about the boipara. As Bonta and Protevi explain the differences and interactions 

between ‘intensive’ and ‘extensive’:  

… one of the key theses of Deleuze’s philosophy is that the extensive 
properties of actual substances hide the intensive nature of the 
morphogenic process that give rise to them. Actual or “stratified” 
substances are a result of the “congealing” of intensive far-from-
equilibrium processes as they reach equilibrium, a steady state, or 
stability. This congealment is a temporary fixing of an underlying 
flow that enables the emergence of functional structures. (2004, p. 16)  

My work is trying to tease out the hidden intensities and ‘far-from equilibrium’ 

processes that lead to the boipara being in many ways a space that never settles, that 

resists stability, and is thus particularly productive of rhizomes, multiplicities, 

assemblages and lines of flight that carry it elsewhere. For this part of my discussion, 

what matters is the recognition that representation pursues the stable, extensive 

(material) characteristics of objects and the stable, stratified (institutionalised) 

arrangements  between people rather than seeking the forces (thermodynamic or 

electromagnetic, for example) and power relations that produce objects and structures 

and regulations. How can we represent a force or the workings of power, after all, 

except through their effects on things, or except through how they act on bodies, its 

affects? 

This is why I have questioned the inclination towards representationalism that comes 

with writing. The constant movement of the boipara, the sense in which what seems 

stable and fixed is also always transforming, suggest that there is more to recording 

encounters there than can be achieved in historical, cultural or political representations 

of the city space, and that it is important to find ways to point towards the intensities 

and forces at work there, which can be recognised in the affective responses of the book 

sellers, customers and, in my case, researchers who spend time there. Even though there 

is, inescapably, a kind of representationalism involved in it, I have therefore tried to 
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account for my own interactions with the boipara, following the trajectories of my own 

lived experiences of the place and the connections (as well as affects) these can 

disclose, in whatever ways seem likely to be most revealing depending on what I am 

focussing on. This has been an attempt to make connections, to build an assemblage 

which might in turn, discover/uncover flows, intensities, forms of escape, lines of flight 

towards other understandings as well as other assemblages.  

There is no denying that my thinking about what I have encountered, listened to and 

recorded has relied on historical, political, social and cultural writings and that, in a 

sense, I have thus produced my own representations of these ... just as I have produced 

my own representations of the various accounts, stories, memories, interactions and 

descriptions given to me by others from their own perspectives in relation to the 

historical, political, social and cultural backgrounds against which they live their lives, 

go about their business, develop their own knowledge. But again, how I have reflected 

and reflected on all this is not an ethnographic effort to represent the stories and 

memories and ideas of others. I have instead noticed the rhizomes that did (or didn’t) 

form in and from the connections I made with those people and ideas, and joined their 

stories and observations to the growing assemblage of my writing. I hope that as a form 

of expression of my experience, insofar as it still relies on representation, this thesis has 

become a collection of, to borrow Anderson’s term, ‘representations-in-relations’ (2018, 

p. 3). 

In avoiding a systematic or cohesive account of my own experiences of the boipara, I 

have focussed on three periods: discovering the idea of the boipara (the place that 

existed for me in the stories and books belonging to my family); my time as a student; 

and my research: the field trips, observations and interviews which produced a version 

of the space that circulated between my own academic observations and the stories told 

to me by others. Remembering and recording all this, even if it is really no more than a 

series of fragments, has often produced affective responses which, in turn, have become 

connected to and extend the assemblage of my interactions with the boipara just as 

whatever I have learnt (reflexively and from others) has extended the terms of that 

other, connected spatial assemblage, the College Street boipara itself. Of course, that 

assemblage (as is the case with any assemblage) opens onto other assemblages, in 

relations with the comings and goings of the book sellers, all those who visit here 

regularly or occasionally, the conversations in the coffee house and wherever they carry 

to and whoever they influence. I have only been able to glimpse these in the memories 
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and the observations and the stories told me by others, and I have only been able to 

make some provisional suggestions about the assemblages still continuing to make their 

connections somewhere else.  

I should add, too, that the possibility of tracing those assemblages is not only a matter of 

projections into the future, but through all the memories of the participants in my 

research there have been glimpses of the past as well and its assemblages, in the 

boipara and carrying elsewhere. The political clamour of the nineteen sixties and 

seventies in the coffee house, for example, must have been a moment of intensification, 

must have seen the scattering of lines of flight, but I have not been able to immerse 

myself in that particular flow. What I can observe, though, is that there are some 

significant echoes of Deleuze’s idea of the event in an idea of the boipara as a place that 

does not really exist independent of all the connections it generates and participates in. 

The event 
In the Tenth Series of The Logic of Sense, Deleuze writes:  

Just as the present measures the temporal realisation of the event – 
that is, its incarnation in the depth of acting bodies and its 
incorporation in a state of affairs – the event in turn, in its 
impassibility, and impenetrability, has no present. It rather retreats and 
advances in two directions at once, being the perpetual object of a 
double question: What is going to happen? What has just happened? 
The agonizing aspect of the pure event is that it is always and at the 
same time something which has just happened and something about to 
happen; never something which is happening. (Deleuze 1990, p. 63) 

It is not useful here to provide a detailed account of Deleuze’s writings on the event. My 

interest is in looking at how the idea might allow us to think about and understand the 

boipara not as a ‘site’ but as a place/space of constant movement, interaction and 

change. With the idea of the event Deleuze is, in effect, pointing towards understanding 

how what happens, happens. Given the multiplicity of incidents and interactions and 

situations that it is possible to witness in College Street and given how quickly one 

incident becomes or is replaced by another and another, Deleuze’s language around the 

event helps me to recognise something very significant about how life in the boipara 

takes place. Events are not simply there, as if they might be captured by a camera, that 

is, as if they are accessible to the processes of representation (as bodies, objects and so 

on are taken to be). The event is only recognisable in its effects and affects, in the traces 

of its coming to be and its disappearing. That is why, in talking about the boipara, I 
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have chosen to emphasise words like folding and unfolding.60 And so the multiple ways 

in which we can experience the everyday unfoldings of the College Street space are 

always characterised by a sense of oscillation, of mobility or flux. The present as static, 

representable moment in time is never really available: it is about to happen/it has just 

happened. When we try to register this sort of rhythm in our sense of experiencing the 

boipara, experiencing any space, our present is continually caught between the past 

(memory, whether immediate, recent or distant) and the future (anticipation, 

imagination). That betweenness opens the realm of affect in a movement that we can 

really only recognise in another oscillation: between Deleuze’s questions ‘what has just 

happened?’ and ‘what is going to happen?’61 For Bonta and Protevi, it is the dissipated 

energy that is produced because of this movement or vibration that characterises the 

congealment or the ‘intensive’ or ‘far-from-equilibrium’ state (2004 p. 101). Without 

equilibrium this ‘state’ is neither static nor settled: events produce other events, 

propelling changes in the assemblage, opening towards other events. As Steven Shaviro 

observes, the world is ‘made of events, and nothing but events: happenings rather than 

things, verbs rather than nouns, processes rather than substances’ (2007, p.1). The point 

I need to make about this is that events are not just things that happen, they happen to us 

(or to others) and we can also impel and participate in them. Our everyday spatial 

experiences, including moving, walking, feeling, interacting and even writing, are all 

part of ‘rhizomatic multiplicities’ (Bonta and Protevi, 2004, p.101) that effectuate the 

event within the space, and beyond. This reinforces what I have suggested already, 

namely that writing does not represent the event (that being impossible anyway) but 

participates in it. Writing is best thought of as an event itself, joined to other events 

rhizomically, opening towards other assemblages. In the context of the boipara it is 

writing – or, more broadly, communication: conversations, stories, debates – that 

connects with more or less everything that happens in the boipara.  Writing thus 

becomes the possibility along which or from which so many lines of flight might begin 

to run, relative lines of flight mainly, and some with a trajectory that passes only from 

one part of the space to another while others, as I have mentioned with the movements 

of the second-hand books, may pass towards an outside, making new connections, 

forming new assemblages as they go. 

                                                
60 In his book on Leibniz, Deleuze considers at length the philosophical question of ‘the fold’, but I am 
applying ‘fold’ in the everyday sense and, usually, as a verb or participle (to fold, folding and unfolding).  
61 Although, in the distinction Deleuze and Guattari draw, we find some subjective or personal 
recognition of this oscillation in affections, the particular ways in which individual bodies may be 
changed by what happens. 
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In The Tactics of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau observes that:  

Every story is a travel story – a spatial practice. For this reason, spatial 
practices concern everyday tactics, are part of them, from the alphabet 
of spatial indication (“It’s to the right,” “take a left”), the beginning of 
a story the rest of which is written by footsteps, to the daily “news” 
(“guess who I met at the bakery”), television news reports (“Tehran: 
Khomeni is becoming increasingly isolated”), legends (Cinderallas 
living in hovels), and stories that are told (memories and fiction of 
foreign lands or more or less distant times in the past). (de Certeau 
1984, p.115) 

The book stalls and the books shops have varying times of opening their shops for 

business, usually between 10 and 11 am. However, each book stall and book shop and 

publishing has its unique routine which is followed every day. The working hours of the 

boipara perfectly coincide with the working hours of the surrounding colleges and 

universities, which makes perfectly good sense. Once open and ready for business, the 

book stall owners often act as ‘curators’ of the space, helping new students find their 

way around. They will also help a student find the books required for a university 

syllabus; or engage with other customers in conversations about the day’s news or 

politics or union activities, conversations which are often left unfinished and sometimes 

picked up again days later if the customer happens to pass by again.  

Interview comments from Bookseller Quasim, September 2016 

Initially I had a second-hand book stall only, however, over time I focused on keeping 

copies of syllabus and question banks62, government and civil service exam forms along 

with my second-hand books. This also seems like a useful thing to do to bring new 

students to the book stalls. Even coming into one [is a start].  

 I asked him how this happened. He explained: 

Every student who has enrolled to the universities has to sit for exams. They will 

inevitably need question banks, syllabus books, last five years suggestion papers etc. We 

collect and compile them regularly and make them accessible to the students. Over time 

(sometimes weeks, sometimes in the first few months of becoming a regular of the 

space) they start to come in by themselves. Gradually their interests shift from just 

                                                
62 Question banks are collections of questions that have appeared in central or state board examinations of 
previous years. These are similar to workbooks which have compiled lists of questions that appeared in 
10th, 12th grade school exams, undergraduate and even post graduate exams, from the last five years. They 
are very popular among students these books give them an idea of what to expect when they are 
preparing.  
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getting what they need to browse through books, etc. Not everyone becomes interested 

in books, notes etc. but some of them certainly do. Just the other day we had someone 

who for a long time only came to our stall to get her curriculum books. That is, during 

the time when her semester was running she was only buying books, or loaning them 

from us, for the purposes of her exams. Now that the exam season is over, and the 

universities are closed, I was surprised to see her. She walked into the stall quite 

awkwardly, not knowing what she wanted. I asked what she was looking for. To which 

she replied, that she had always wanted to come to the boipara, with some time in her 

hand, where she would be able to browse through the books, sit and spend time around 

in the area and buy books that she enjoyed reading. She confessed that she is not an 

avid reader and is not into buying books and reading for pleasure regularly. However, 

after three years of undergraduate university life, she thinks she might want to start 

reading.  

Quasim added this important observation: 

There is really no pattern or formula to how one becomes a regular of the space. There 

is no process, one does not necessarily have to have the pre-existing love for books, a 

habit of reading or a knowledge or understanding of what the space is and its cultural, 

historical or political value.  

In the story Quasim tells, there is a movement from the everyday, from habit and 

necessity (the student’s responsibilities to her studies) towards an open engagement 

with reading, and thus with books and the book stalls: that is, with the boipara itself. 

Her comments to Quasim about wanting to ‘sit and spend time around in the area’ 

suggest that she was already aware of the wider cultural currency that adheres to the 

boipara in relation to student life in general. Books and reading provide the aspect of 

the narrative that overtly points towards the possibility of change, of departure. She 

responds to an obvious disjunction in the connection she has made throughout her 

studies between the boipara and her reading and learning and also responds to a 

slippage based in a more ‘hidden’ affective desire, a sense of becoming part of the 

atmosphere. Almost imperceptibly present behind the ready-to-hand formula, ‘reading 

is a good thing to do’, is this desire that actually provides the moment of slippage and 

rupture as well as the impetus that allows this young woman to want to undertake and 

understand reading in an entirely different way. In a conventional narrative this might 

head thematically towards a binary tension between freedom and necessity. That binary 
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is operating, indeed it is precisely the extensive connection, the exclusive disjunction, 

that covers over everything else that is going on for this student. When we look in-

between freedom and necessity we do not uncover a simple opposition or binary. 

Rather, there is already a more complex movement at work towards a more nuanced 

change of her positionality from doing what is expected of a student (have the correct 

materials to allow one to prepare for classes and do well in exams) to becoming a 

student who hangs out in the boipara and who therefore needs to read widely because 

that is what regulars of the boipara do.  

In Quasim’s narration, how she expresses freedom and choice in relation to books and 

reading initially has an air of uncertainty: ‘she thinks she might want to start reading’. 

Nothing is decided, not even the choice to exercise her freedom to read. On the other 

hand, routine and obligation do not establish patterns that make their continuation or 

outcome predictable, as Quasim understands when his remarks move fluidly from the 

narrative about this young woman wanting to read books to the broader observation, 

‘There is really no pattern or formula to how one becomes a regular of the space’). 

Both necessity and freedom contain the potential for slippage and ruptures, and to see 

them merely as opposites cannot take us far. If we instead recognise the multiplicity of 

feelings, ideas and desires that actually inform the young woman’s appearance at the 

book stall in non-teaching time, even though she is not yet comfortable to articulate 

them herself, we also recognise how lines of flight generate, how identities shift, how 

trajectories change. That is, how ontologies interact with spatial movements and 

changing intensities. 

Another concept that can help in exploring this student’s (apparently) provisional 

decision is the idea of the haecceity as Deleuze and Guatarri develop it in A Thousand 

Plateaus (1987) having taken their line of flight with it from Duns Scotus. Deleuze and 

Guattari provide a particularly useful endnote: 

This is sometimes written “ecceity”, deriving the word from ecce, 
“here is”. This is an error, since Duns Scotus created the word and the 
concept from haec, “this thing”. But it is a fruitful error because it 
suggests a mode of individuation that is distinct from that of a thing or 
a subject. (1987, pp. 540-541) 

Clearly alert to this insight, Bonta and Protevi translate Duns Scotus’s invented 

medieval Latin term, haecceity, not as ‘thingness’ but as ‘thisness’ (2004, p. 94). As 

Duns Scotus uses the term, it denotes ‘a “nonpersonal individuation” of either a body or 
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an environmental assemblage, a block of space-time’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 260-5 

in Bonta and Protevi 2004, p. 94).  Deleuze and Guattari explore the term in a range of 

ways in A Thousand Plateaus, but all of them capture the sense of emergence in and 

from an in-between that is suggested by their endnote. They are emphatic about fluidity 

and plurality: 

Memories of a Haecceity: A body is not defined by the form that 
determines it nor as a determinate substance or subject nor by the 
organs it possesses or the function it fulfils [sic]. On the plane of 
consistency, a body is defined only by a longitude and a latitude: in 
other words the sum total of material elements belonging to it under 
given relations of movement and rest, speed and slowness (longitude); 
the sum total of the intensive affects it is capable of at a given power 
or degree of potential (latitude)… Latitude and longitude are the two 
elements of a cartography. (1987, p. 260-261) 

They are also very careful to head off any misreading of this such that there is room for 

a slide between body, subject, subjectivity etc. So they open the paragraph after the 

foregoing passage with: 

There is a mode of individuation very different from that of a person, 
subject, thing, or substance. We reserve the name haecceity for it. A 
season, a winter, a summer, an hour, a date have a perfect 
individuality lacking nothing, even though this individuality is 
different from that of a thing or a subject. They are haecceities in the 
sense that they consist entirely of relations of movement and rest 
between molecules or particles, capacities to affect and be affected. 
(1987, p. 261) 

This emphasis on intensities, relationalities, capacities and affect is obviously coherent 

with other insights from Deleuze and Guattari discussed above, which brought the same 

set of ideas into conversation with rhizomics, assemblages, points/moments/movements 

of departure, lines of flight. All of these ideas are concerned with flows, multiplicities 

and intensities as ways of approaching an understanding of the event.  

Bearing in mind that haecceities can be any individuations (that is, not defined as part of 

categories by particular forms and qualities) biological bodies are certainly not exempt 

from being or becoming haecceities. However, in thinking of them thus we need always 

to think in relation to the environments, the ‘blocks of space-time’ with which they 

share their haecceities, in which they are co-present with things, directions in motion, 

with what is taking place, what is unfolding. The passage cited above from the start of 

Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘Memories of a Haecceity’, is neatly summarised by Bonta and 
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Protevi as ‘a body taken as a haecceity is defined in its cartography by its longitude (the 

“speeds and slowness” of its material flow) and by its latitude (its set of affects)’ (2004, 

p. 94). What matters for the current discussion is that at the point where the material 

flow intersects with the body’s pool of affects, events occur. 

I suggest that the student’s emerging decision about her reading is a response to an 

intimation she senses of the haecceity of the boipara. The thisness of the place is 

recognisable in the books, not just as material objects but in how they carry ideas and 

education and the knowledge of ‘worlds’ of one sort or another. Clearly this is not the 

only measure of thisness here. It depends very much on the connections and relations 

that any group or individual carries into the boipara (thus thisness speaks to a very 

different apprehension for the book sellers; various workers; the radicals sitting around 

tables in the coffee house; the students who want to be regulars and radicals; the 

students who simply share their anxieties about exams or their futures around another 

coffee house table). 
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Figure 28: An example of the interior laneways of the boipara that branch off College Street. 

For the student who seems on a path towards reading for pleasure or at least for its own 

sake, it matters that she has begun to realise that books can reveal what they reveal 

regardless of the intentions or status of whoever picks them up in the boipara. Confined 

by the image of herself as responsible student (with all its attendant obligations) she 

seems to have caught sight of the possibility that books make their own readers and, 

further, that in the boipara readers become regulars. It is not what she might ‘get out’ of 
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books (such as the possible answer to Question 12) that has now become most 

significant but what they might tell her, a transaction that she recognises the boipara as 

enabling. For this student, it is a significant event to go to the boipara and to Quasim’s 

bookstall for a new reason. 

There are other occasions for slippage. Each night, when the booksellers pull up the 

shutters on their makeshift stalls, they need to move their books into a storage space 

from where, the next day, they will be brought back to be displayed again. There is 

nothing unpredictable about the routines the booksellers follow every evening. But the 

next day the books do not necessarily find their way back to the place or the pile where 

they were displayed the day before. As Rakesh told me: 

Of course, we know what we have, or collected, or own – I mean, this is my business. 

However, you know, we do not arrange the books in exactly the same order every day. It 

is impossible to do that. We have old and new books, diaries, notebooks piled and 

packed and unpacked every day for business. On top of that, newer collections of 

second-hand material come to us every day too. People are coming every day to sell 

their old books to us. We sometimes reject the things that we have too many copies of 

and take in things that we know are priceless, or very valuable, and also at the same 

time those that are saleable, important for the students.  

One of the questions I asked all of the book stall owners was:  

Me: When you have customers coming to your stall looking for books and other 

materials, how are you ever sure of what you have to offer?  

Rakesh: It is for this reason, we ask every customer, not only when they come into the 

stalls but also walk past the footpath, about what they are looking for. It is always 

easier for us to bring out the collections of all the materials we have if we know what 

the customers are looking for. Our stalls are really just stalls, and it is practically not 

possible for us to put everything on display. However, if you know what you are looking 

for and we know what that is, we bring it all out.  

There is another slippage in this, or a crack, something that divides the orderly and 

regular procedures of book selling from itself because of the particular nature of the 

boipara stalls. We know what book shops do, ordering their goods according to 

categories and genres of various sorts. Everything can be found by the customer as long 
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as they know the code. The same is usually true of second-hand bookstores, although 

there may be different approaches to what should be categorised where. The boipara 

book stalls, though, introduce something else through what we can call an 

intensification of circulation (as well as magazines and newspapers). Their materials 

circulate at a different pace, they circulate in great numbers compared to the size of the 

stalls (especially numbers measured by available floor and shelf space). And further, in 

their ‘internal’ circulation each night and each morning books change places, they sort 

themselves into different piles, they are laid out in patterns that, from the customer’s 

point of view, bear little or no relationship to where they might have been found the day 

before and where they might be found tomorrow. The continuous movement within and 

at the front of the tin walls makes the book stall into a kind of haecceity, distinguishing 

the thisness of a space that is never stably itself. With his entirely individual cataloguing 

system, unknown to anyone else, only the magical abilities of the book seller are 

adequate to the perplexing displacements of these books. 

I can attest to those skills from my own experiences in looking for course texts in the 

boipara. There were times when I would arrive at a book stall with not much more than 

the name of an author or a text. In the case of Milton’s Paradise Lost, which I 

discovered in my second-year syllabus, I turned up at my ‘regular’ book stall with little 

hope and a growing sense of terror about the consequences of not being able to find 

something that obscure. Suppressing the sinking feeling in my stomach I asked: ‘what 

do you have on Milton’s Paradise Lost?’ I was surprised by the profusion of what they 

identified as resources. The material they brought out for me to look at included Bengali 

translations of collections of Milton’s poetry; summaries and (‘made easy’) study 

guides; books in English on Milton; exercise copies filled with notes made by other 

students on the works of Milton; and essays and reflective journals on Paradise Lost 

written by students who had studied the same course in previous years. That surprise 

(my affective response) was for me a small introductory window to what I now 

understand as the haecceity of the boipara book stalls. 
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Figure 29: The roadside trees are often used as supports for displaying books that overspill the stalls. 
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The neighbourhood and the circulation of knowledge 
West Bengal (the state) and Calcutta (Kolkata), the state capital, have a number of 

universities. Calcutta University, situated in the College Street precinct, is one of the 

oldest and leading universities in the state. For a long time, a number of prestigious 

colleges like Presidency College, St. Xavier’s College, Scottish Church College, Lady 

Brabourne College, Loreto College, Asutosh College, City College have operated under 

the auspices of Calcutta University. This means that these colleges offer degrees 

recognised by Calcutta University. Presidency College (also in the College Street 

precinct) now has the status of a University in its own right and functions 

independently. So too (more recently) does St Xavier’s College. However, with the 

exception of a few postgraduate departments, the other Colleges continue to operate 

under the banner of Calcutta University. These typically follow the university’s syllabus 

in the undergraduate courses they offer. But there are variations from college to college 

in how the syllabus is taught and what knowledge is emphasised. A student studying 

English Literature at Scottish Church College follows the same syllabus and textbooks 

as a student at Lady Brabourne College, but what each student learns may be 

significantly different. Everything comes down to choices and approaches adopted by 

individual lecturers. That may be the case, obviously, at any university that is spread 

across different campuses or with courses taught using different lecturers and tutors, but 

these usually have procedures for accrediting and standardising the extent of the body of 

knowledge taught, if not approaches to and interpretations of texts.  

There is also something else that is quite particular to Calcutta universities (indeed, 

particular to Indian universities in general compared to those in Europe, America, 

Australia, Japan, Korea and so on) which is that there is still little access to technology 

in classroom teaching. Even Powerpoint slides are hardly ever used and there is little 

opportunity for students to use digitally uploaded course content. What students take 

away from their lectures and other classes relies entirely on their note taking abilities 

and on – obviously – lecture content which, as I have said, varies quite extensively from 

lecturer to lecturer and college to college. Trying to measure the potential for 

differences in what students learn from what is apparently the ‘one’ curriculum is 

particularly difficult.  

There are sixty-four colleges within the district of Kolkota with three of those 

functioning under the title of the University of Calcutta can be found adjacent to or near 

the boipara. So, it is easy to imagine accumulating over the years an extraordinary 
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repository of lecture and other notes, essays and essay drafts, as well as scribbles on 

textbooks, numberless photocopies of research reference and private tutorial materials, 

all carrying an equally extraordinary range of ideas, perceptions, interpretations and 

understandings dependent not just on variations in student abilities and interests but all 

sorts of other connections. If we move aside from the numbers and system for a 

moment, there is something significant to think about here. If all these students going to 

different colleges following the same syllabus, they are all individually building their 

own notes from what is delivered to them as lectures in each of these colleges. Most 

students in most universities, especially outside India, probably end up storing their own 

contributions (even if now these are mainly accumulated electronically) for a few years, 

perhaps throwing them away after then or forgetting where they are to be discovered 

some time later, perhaps prompting a range of affective responses from nostalgia to 

embarrassment. But the boipara invites a very different choice for students in the 

vicinity. It is unlikely that every student of Calcutta University takes as many notes and 

collects as many associated documents as the most diligent do. But as I have outlined 

earlier, a multiplicity of thoughts and ideas and references and cross-references, all sorts 

of ways of interpreting texts of no matter what genre that have been written down by 

students arrive in the boipara to be passed on, to find themselves put to work and varied 

and understood or misunderstood by another generation, and another.  

To put the consequences of this movement of words and thoughts another way: the 

thisness of student life, or at least of learning (since, just in the immediate context, the 

coffee house and its distractions still loom large), its haecceity, is recognisable in the 

disjunction between the general and the particular, that is, the slippage between an 

apparently standardised syllabus and particular learning content. That might be found 

elsewhere. However, the unique haecceity of student life that the boipara leads us to 

identify is opened up by a slippage between the personal or individual and the shared 

aspects of the circulation of curriculum content and materials. University learning, 

which may take place in groups (the lecture theatre, the tutorial room) is still meant to 

be sedimented and assessed in the body of the individual; but in the circulation of notes 

through the boipara what the individual knows and understands becomes a group 

possession, passing from hand to hand. It does so across colleges and across time. So, 

other aspect to this is that the circulation of such material through the boipara unsettles 

the assumption that it relates only to the context in which it is collected (the course the 

student is enrolled in and how it unfolds in that year or semester). In the boipara all 
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course notes and all research materials might concern themselves with all possible 

variations in the teaching of a syllabus.  

Back at the coffee house 
Like any university district, the boipara had – and has – its share of eccentrics. Krishna 

Bandyopadhyay recalls one: 

There was a character called Chacha at the Coffee House. He could 
not imagine that anyone would not be able to enter the place. If it was 
full and a group was leaving because there was no place free, he 
would run up to them with a chair and tell others to leave or move 
around so that everyone could participate. He thought himself as a 
kind of guardian of the place and he had such a warm and open laugh. 
One day, he came to know that the police were coming to arrest 
someone. To him, the politics was not important, but he could not bear 
the thought that any coffee house regular was to be arrested. So he 
came and warned the person. (Bandyopadhyay 2014, p.168) 

As I have mentioned, part of the ‘back story’ to this episode is that many students and 

staff of the university and other educational institutions close to the boipara were 

members and sometimes key leaders of radical political groups at various times. As a 

result, in the 70s, for instance, the government as well as the police kept a very close 

eye on people entering and spending time in the boipara, in particular in the university 

canteens and the coffee house. Interestingly, Chacha maintained his own surveillance of 

the clientele of the coffee house, unauthorised by the proprietors or by the government 

but none the less a kind of individualised mirror of the state panopticon. Nothing in the 

comings and goings at the coffee house seemed to escape his attention (which is 

ordinarily the burden, of course, of the security services and, more innocently, of the 

owners of cafes). 

Both the owners of cafes and the police are bearers of ‘authority’ even though the 

authority of the police might be more daunting. Both can interrupt the ‘natural’ order of 

the coffee house established by the habits of the customers. This is true of coffee houses 

in general (according to which people come and go, tables are sometimes full, people 

sometimes stay too long, others leave and go elsewhere if there are no seats or tables). 

In the ordinary course of events, neither form of authority needs to make itself 

particularly visible in a situation like the coffee house. Only when things get out of 

order is it necessary for a proprietor to assert control. The police, on the other hand, do 

not usually need to be seen in such places. As representatives of state power, their 
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authority is taken for granted. Chacha, though, was a free agent who mobilised the 

procedures of authority and surveillance belonging to the proprietors and to the police. 

He also subverted, in Bandyopadhyay’s description of his behaviours, the proprietors’ 

responsibilities to maintain orderly premises by substituting an order of his own. And he 

subverted the reach of the law expressed in the reported intentions of the police to arrest 

someone.  

We might be able to call Chacha a singularity, neither proprietor nor police but, because 

he appropriates and circulates between those positions, he is also a sign of slippage or 

disjunction between them. In this, Chacha occupies a trajectory similar to that of the 

book in the example of the thisness of the book stalls in the boipara. That is, he 

produces a connection between coffee house and police through his adaptation of the 

different categories of surveillance and occupies the zone between them. But in his 

subversions of both categories he also produces a slippage or crack in the connection 

itself. The coffee house is carried outside the regularities (commercial and social) of 

surveillance, and in its movement we can catch another glimpse of a thisness: the 

haecceity of the coffee house is attached to a recognition of it as a site ‘outside the law’; 

a site, static though it may be materially, where ideas uncomfortable or threatening to 

the state and its good order, or plans for its subversion or radical reform might – and 

have in the past – flow back and forth across tables, and from one table to another and 

finally out the door to circulate in the city and from there in the nation beyond. We 

might also want to ask: what is the boipara’s part in all this? Since everything seems 

more or less focused on the coffee house the boipara might easily be taken as no more 

than a location, the background to what is being played out. But I have already 

mentioned how the police in Chacha’s day also kept the boipara under surveillance, so 

College Street was obviously far from ‘innocent’ as a venue for radicals and 

subversives. Nor was it free  of dangerous ideas. As we have seen there were (and are) 

the books and the magazines and the papers, vast collections with all sorts of ideas in 

them, including dangerous ideas. The haecceity of the coffee house, then, reveals itself 

in-between the politics of what has just happened and the politics of what is to come 

(since ideas have a past but are always potentially disruptive, even when shut up in 

books that constantly change their places in the stall, between stall and customer, and 

between stalls when customers bring them back to different ones). 
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Writing in the space while being in the space 

Reflective and observational notes from my diary, September 2016 

Sitting in the coffee house today, as I begin to write about the boipara, I am reminded of 
an anecdote. This was during the early days of our university lives when we made a trip 

here with our college seniors. Rashmi di, a brilliant scholar, painter, sculptor and our 

immediate senior at the department of English in Scottish Church college, virtually took 

it upon herself to give us a ‘brief’ about what is it like to be a student of literature and 

come to the space. I remember she said, ‘you have to give time to the boipara for it to 

make you one of its own; and then slowly, gradually you will keep coming to this space, 

you will acquire the skill to be able to think, to write in this space while you were here 

amid all the cacophony’. At that time, this surprised me. Why was she so insistent on the 

fact in order to become one of the space, experience the space, writing within the 

boipara was important? Also, talking about the noisiness of the boipara, she insisted 

that this collective soundscape formed from the adda, the sound of the traffic outside, 

the chatter of the bargaining going on in the stalls outside would all quite suddenly 

become familiar, known and almost enjoyable. I had heard many stories of how eminent 

Bengali poets like Sunil, Shakti and Sandipan had spent hours in the coffee house not 

just indulging in adda but also using the space for their creative inspiration. There are 

tales of famous Bengali singers composing tunes, scribbling couplets on the back of the 

receipts of their bills for the day at coffee house. Sometimes, they would leave behind 

these papers forgetfully and the waiters would later find it and store it and give it back 

to them on their next visit. In no time, this became known to everyone in the coffee 

house. As a result, young poets would often wait till the more prominent writers left and 

once they did, would often go and look for their leftover notes in receipts, or other bits 

of papers in the table.  

It is hard to track the historical ‘authenticity’ of these stories and encounters but 

somehow, in coming to one through a number of sources who pride themselves as 

insiders to the space, they seem believable. Or, I ask myself, do we believe in these 

stories because we want to? What is it about this space that makes us want to believe in 

these stories and yearn for more? For example, there was this one time, me and my 

friends were discussing whether or not the famous Bengali film maker Satyajit Ray63 

                                                
63 Satyajit Ray is one of the biggest and most successful filmmakers in the history of Indian cinema. His 
most notable work, Pather Panchali, has won numerous international awards and is still studied and 
researched to date along with his other works. He is the only Indian film maker to have won an honorary 
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was indeed a regular of the boipara and the coffee house. One of our friends, Deepika, 

recounted how she had heard from her mother how she had indeed seen Ray in the 

coffee house with his friends. In the meantime, Moni da, the waiter who was serving us 

coffee, arrives at the table with our coffees and pakodas. He overhears our excited 

conjectures about whether or not Ray was indeed a regular. He pauses and adds into 

our discussion: “I have been working here for as long as thirty years and yes, I have 

seen him spend time here. Sometimes he would bring his sketch book and work on his 

sketches by himself. Other times he had company. Like you we have had many others 

wonder whether he did his sketches of Pather Panchali or Feluda sitting in the coffee 

house. But you know it is not just film maker Ray or singer Manna De64. Scientist 

Satyen Bose65 was also a regular of the coffee house and many often wonder whether he 

had drafted his communication with Einstein for the Bose-Einstein condensate here, or 

whether Nobel prize winning economist Amartya Sen, who was also a student of 

Presidency College, has had some of his ripe economic discussions accompanied by the 

coffee and chicken Afghani of coffee house.”  

Moni da then walked away to other tables, taking more orders and joining in on their 

adda topics. This is the thing about the boipara. Today, as I sit in the coffee house to 

write about the boipara, all of these stories and experiences become important and 

relevant to me. I wonder if these have effects on my writing.  

There are a few strands of thought that I want to reflect on from these fieldnotes. It is 

evident through the stories that account for the creative work that artists, scientists and 

film makers like Ray, Bose or De have produced while being in this space, that the 

boipara, through its storage and circulation of knowledge, generates an atmosphere 

where creative activities flourish. Therefore, the space has a material, intellectual and 

affective impact on the people who use it, which facilitates these occurrences. Several 

times in my college days I have witnessed my friends specifically come to the College 

Street in order to write. The spatial environment of the boipara and the coffee house, 

triggers a moment of making sense. One is inspired not just to experience and 

                                                                                                                                          
Oscar for his contribution to cinema. Apart from being a prolific film maker he was also a musician, 
writer and sketch artist.  
64 Manna De was a famous Indian singer, composer and writer who has a significant body of work in both 
Bengali and Hindi music. It is his famous song ‘coffee house er shei adda ta a jar nei’ that I have 
discussed in Chapter Six. He was also known to be a regular at the boipara and coffee house.  
65 Scientists Satyen Bose and also Jagadish Chanda Bose were eminent physicists who were also regulars 
of the space. Satyen Bose is best known for his contribution to early quantum physics that garnered huge 
international attention. His collaboration with Albert Einstein famously known as the Bose-Einstein 
condensate is being referred to here, in terms of his communication with Einstein.  
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internalise the space but also to be or become creative in it. There is something along 

the lines of a kind of spilled energy that provokes creative expression, be it writing 

poetry or songs, or making sketches or even simply indulging in productive discussions. 

All of these activities become eventful. During my fieldtrip, on the days I decided to 

write about the boipara while being there, my thought process was also filled with 

everything that I had heard about the process of writing, creating while being in the 

boipara. This overwhelming presence of the space influences, guides and navigates our 

capacities to think about the space. This is often reflected in how we write about the 

space.  

What I am trying to describe is something that felt to me like an actual, animated 

conversation between what I was seeing unfolding in front of me and what I had heard 

about the space. This is not to say that the creative work of the likes of famous artists 

like Ray or Gangopadhyay created a burden – like a pressure to produce work of that 

standard. The role that memory and affect played did not pressurise us to produce 

brilliant work, but just to produce work, or in my own case to keep writing. It is why, 

when designing my fieldwork, I purposefully set aside days when I would only sit in the 

coffee house or tea stall and write about the space as I see, feel and experience it. 

Reflective and observational diary notes: Day twenty-five, September 2015 

The students’ rally today is scheduled to leave the Presidency University precinct 

around 11 am. The boipara feels a bit more politically charged today than the other 

days I have been here on fieldwork so far. People are anticipating all sorts of things to 

happen. The traffic is already getting busy; the gradual increase of the students’ chatter 

is adding to the overall soundscape of the space. I am about to go and take a walk along 

one of the interior laneways of the boipara but I make a note to myself to come back in 

time to witness the students’ protest walk.  

After a few minutes of walking in the laneways, I come back to watch the student 

protest. The protest is about the Central Board of Film Certification unnecessarily 

blocking the release of certain films that do not endorse the political views of the ruling 

government. The student, many of whom are also amateur film makers, are passionate 

about this. Watching them walking along the main road, blocking the traffic, chanting 

slogans passionately, was too tempting. I have done this so many times before as a 

student. Without thinking any further, I join the march and walk along with them. I 

come back to the tea-stall later. I am contemplating writing something about it, while I 
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am here. As I am also doing fieldwork, I ask myself, why is it that I feel that I must write 

here? Why not go back home and write about it some other day? I realise with more 

force that ever before that the act of writing about the boipara while being in the 

boipara has a different effect on the process of writing. It is the coming together of all 

the parts and participants of the space that prompts us to a realm where the words that 

best describe or rather translate our affective experiences, visual experiences, audible 

experiences into words that are closest to what we have been feeling. In this manner 

writing becomes eventful.  

Thus: 

After many years I feel at home, here among the dusty, smoggy, dirty yellow hues of the 

street. I see my juniors walking on the hot, blistery concrete tram lines of the main road 

of the boipara and it gives me immense pride. I stop to wonder, why am I feeling a sense 

of pride? I realise, pride because the first-hand, second-hand and indeed many-

handedness of the books, the depth and power of knowledge that has been carried in 

this space for decades, always finds ways to mobilise itself through the students, 

scholars, book shop and book stall owners of this space. The people who buy and read 

books from here internalise the knowledge they gain from being in the space, forming a 

personal intimate relationship with not only the material components of the space but 

an emotional allegiance too. I cannot help but wonder, is this why I have come back to 

the boipara as well? The childhood memories of occasionally walking through these 

very streets with Dadu and Baba fill my senses. It is this place that has given me one of 

my earliest childhood thrill and adventure; it is this place that awakened my first 

political self. I realise there’s a sense of gratitude and affection that we all feel towards 

this space. This nexus between circulation of knowledge and scholarly practice of the 

knowledge has a distinct effect on us. I had only planned to sit and watch the protest 

march but being in the space I could not help but join too. This yearning to be a part of 

the space, by taking part in the protest march, writing about that experience while in the 

space, is triggered by a sense of mobility that is eventful. When in the boipara, we 

become an active part of it, doing the boipara as it unfolds. The affects that we 

experience prevent us from being still, passive observers; they inspire us to do the space 

– through walking, browsing books, taking part in its political processes and even 

through writing about it.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: As the thought keeps moving… 

And there is something odd about the expression “creative 
writing” as though it were possible to write without being 
creative. 
     Tim Cresswell 2014, p. 142 

 

I would have preferred to say somewhere (perhaps here) that this thesis has no 

beginning and no end, a claim also made by Deleuze and Guattari in their introduction 

to A Thousand Plateaus (1987). But that might easily have been taken as some kind of 

textual imitation of their work, which is not really in the spirit of Deleuzian thinking. I 

might also need to mention, since I have been writing about an urban space, a practice 

that inevitably falls within the shadow of Michel de Certeau’s pivotal work ‘Walking in 

the City’ in The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), that I do not have such an accessible 

convergence available between writing and my own journeys in the boipara. I am 

simply too familiar with College Street. There is, for me, no getting lost there and no 

straightforward way to frame a representational response to my experiences. If I had 

wanted to take my cue from de Certeau, there is also a problem in dealing with the 

books. If it might have been possible to chart a similar kind of interrupted and hesitant 

walking in the boipara, one of the influences on changing direction (frequently, 

constantly even) is the piles of books, which present as a series of material obstacles to 

movement through the space. That might be easy enough to register physically but there 

is, as I hope I have shown, much more to the books than their bulk in terms of pages, 

because their content, their ideas, get in the way in another fashion and clamour for 

recognition by the passers-by. At any given moment in time the books open pathways to 

divergent imaginations, ideas and conjectures. At the same time, the booksellers are 

constantly producing new pathways in knowledge for students and other regulars as 

they circulate the books with all their notes and marginal comments.  

The word that comes to mind most often in trying to characterise my experiences of the 

boipara is ‘wandering’. Yes, it has always been possible, sometimes necessary 

(especially as a student) to go there with purpose looking for a book or other resources. 

But, even then, it was easy to pay attention to distractions, to sit and read books I was 

not looking for, to go to places I was not intending to visit. This is something that I 

think is useful to apply in describing my method in this thesis. Not that I have tried to 
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produce some form of textual metaphor for or imitation of my own wandering (which, 

again, would be with de Certeau as a reference point) but instead to develop a writing 

that draws attention to the interactions, the crossovers that I have just pointed to by 

identifying the reading of books as part of the processes of that wandering. I have not 

attempted to provide any kind of systematic account of Deleuze and Guattari’s 

theoretical perspectives or to ‘apply’ these in a methodical or complete way (this too 

would be against the spirit of their work). Rather, I have developed a wandering with 

and through their works, again not in any metaphorical or imitative fashion as a mirror 

to my physical wanderings, but picking up issues and concepts as a response to 

moments in my experiences (or those of others) of the boipara. So, what we have is a 

wandering in the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari, not taking place alongside and as a 

reflection of the wandering in the real world of the boipara but taking its momentum 

from crossing back and forth between that world and the world of Deleuze and 

Guattari’s writings (which are just as real), as well as the writings of a number of others.  

In this context, I need to recognise again the importance of the idea of the rhizome to 

my work, to my wanderings. Rhizomes emerge from the milieu, the in-between, the 

middle. Those who understand rhizomic movements understand that everything begins 

in the middle. My familiarity with the boipara means that all of my wanderings there 

and all of my efforts to account for it rely on a sense of stepping into the middle, finding 

myself on trajectories that emerge in the middle, and noticing connections that generate 

from the middle. As I mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, my Dadu’s and 

Baba’s toing and froing with books for me and for themselves meant that my 

engagements with the boipara have always already begun. But the uniqueness of the 

boipara is that its particular physical nature insists that to step into the space is to step 

into the middle. Everything is in a sense already related to everything else whatever the 

layout suggests, which makes wandering what it is, often with movement in unchosen 

directions. And so, even without searching for ways to represent it as such, the rhizome 

is a continuing reminder that there is no beginning or end to my engagement with the 

boipara (with any engagement with the boipara). 

To use a word like wandering might suggest that it is expected to work here as a trope, 

another participant in the circuit of representation. In turn, that would imply a 

relationship between the physical world of the boipara and a domain of thought and 

ideas that flows only in one direction. But I hope it suggests much more than that, since 

there is an equally significant question about what wanders from thought and ideas 
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towards, indeed into, the boipara. This is not a question about whether such movement 

might lead to a ‘deeper’ theoretical exploration (which might well be possible in a 

different kind of thesis) but, rather, about how ideas and thoughts join themselves to the 

boipara, make it part of how they recognise the world. In other words, how does 

wandering help us recognise that the boipara is not some adjunct to knowledge and 

thought, serving the interests of the university colleges that hem it in, but a participant 

in the processes of knowing and understanding.  

Identifying the importance of difference is crucial too. In relation to thinking about a 

space like the boipara, it is necessary to recognise that our processes of spatialisation 

(how we conceptualise the space) rely on understanding the role of both difference and 

repetition, terms whose relations and interactions Deleuze in particular, made familiar 

and I have drawn on from time to time during this wandering. Every time we think 

about or revisit our experiences, we repeat/relive those moments but this is a repetitive 

process in which something is always different. Something always changes about the 

known and repeated routes, memories, feelings, insights, material encounters, embodied 

interactions. There is always a deviation or a detour; always a transformation. 

Sometimes these are small and subtle changes, induced by imagination or thinking 

itself. Sometimes they are a response to a sense of in-betweenness: an emerging 

awareness of a gap or a moment of not grasping or understanding opened up when we 

tally our known experience with the unknown and are forced to speculate or guess or 

anticipate.  

There are numerous ways of thinking, experiencing, understanding and writing about 

city spaces like the boipara. Each of these ways, depending on the discipline from 

which its frameworks are borrowed, comes with its own style, structure, analysis, means 

of validation and limitations. In the process of deciding what approach worked best for 

me to develop/express my understanding of the boipara, I found that aligning myself 

with one or two, or more disciplines quickly began to limit what it was possible to do 

because of the problem of frameworks themselves, and the fact that these could not 

expand sufficiently to contain or account for my lived experiences, for the affective 

resonances and sensorial registers involved in my encounters with the space and its 

material and embodied occupants. It is for this reason that my writing follows – and 

perhaps on other occasions also leads – the ways in which my experiences have made 

sense to me. My chapters have been developed as an expression (and as little as I could 

manage as a representation) of my own wanderings in the boipara. Of course, that 
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means that the thesis is only one of the many possible ways in which I have experienced 

and will continue to experience the boipara. It is in this sense that, whether referring to 

Deleuze and Guattari or not, I need to go on claiming that it has neither beginning nor 

end. In my wandering, a wandering alert to the inevitable intensification of the 

assemblage of the boipara, it is in my fragmentary encounters – in bits and pieces – that 

I have been able to enact and re-enact, live and relive, imagine and speculate about what 

it is to be a part of this space and what it is to think about it as well. 

These encounters have also begun, paused, stopped, restarted, continued in no fixed 

order and according to no particular expectations or projections. That is, though, not an 

abandoning of what might be called a research methodology since this has been 

contained in the noticing and the analysis – and the various crossings into and out of 

theory – provoked by whatever has taken place. If these, too, remain incomplete, the 

process of writing has provided a comforting realisation that it is alright, in fact it is 

useful to be inadequate in apprehending, interpreting and representing stories and 

experiences. I hope that this thesis is a result of listening closely to and thinking 

honestly about all that I have experienced in my engagements with the boipara and with 

those whose experiences have taught me so much about the place and what it means to 

them. And if whatever map I have made of their and my own experiences is, like 

everything else, unfinished, I hope too, that its multiple and open-ended pathways will 

continue to lead elsewhere, in thinking, in spatialisation, in how we write about and 

create knowledge. If so, then I will have done something that does not represent or 

portray the boipara but responds to it. These multiple and open-ended entryways show 

potential for further thinking, for spatialisation, methodology, writing and hence 

knowledge creation. I hope the process continues.  

Here is another example: earlier I used a diary note about walking to the boipara with 

Dadu, his enjoyment of walking through the back lanes where the publishing houses 

and printing presses are, and his obvious affection for and fascination with all the 

processes involved in printing – ink, presses, paper and so on. The diary entry below is 

part of the rhizomics of my family and their connections to an assemblage that might be 

seen to ‘explain’ much about Dadu, but that actually provides another in a multiplicity 

of perspectives (most of which are absent from this thesis). It offers another entry into 

the middle of bits of space-time and another recognition of potential departures, lines of 

flight. 
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Reflective diary notes, September 2016 

After a week’s break, I am back to the boipara. The walk to this place is never the same 

even though one always knows that the boipara never fails to give the experience that 

one anticipates. It is a feeling of knowing and not knowing at the same time. I decide to 

walk to the boipara today taking the route that Dadu used to take when we went to the 

place together. Wandering on the footpath alongside the tram lines, still about ten 

minutes away from the Bidhan Sarani crossing, I wonder, why did Dadu have such an 

intimate and affective relationship with the space? Could it have been our printing ink 

supply business? My great-grandfather in the later nineteenth-century had established a 

well-known printers’ ink supply business in Calcutta’s China Bazaar. Later on, Dadu 

had taken over from him after my great-grandfather’s demise. Among other things, I 

particularly remember the ways in which Dadu used to talk about the ink and its 

association with printing. It was as if his relationship with the printing ink never ended 

with it merely being a material commodity with which our family did business. He 

always talked about the processes with which the ink used to be transported to the 

printing presses; the publishing houses to which our business supplied the ink were also 

important to him. I remember we used to get free copies of books and calendars from all 

of these printing houses every year. Dadu stored all of these carefully in his study. In 

his walks along the Daftaripara that is close to the boipara, he often visited the printing 

press houses where our business used to supply ink. I also remember noticing, how, 

every time he got hold of a book, he commented on the quality of the paper, the ink, the 

typesetting among other technical details. I often wondered how his relationship with 

the boipara was materially so detailed and minutely etched out.  

While Baba’s relationship and even my relationship with the boipara often oscillated 

between our lived experiences and what we absorbed from the content of the books, 

Dadu’s relationship was slightly different. His close association with the boipara was 

intricately braided between the materiality of the books, his own occupation as an ink 

supplier to those who printed the books and other materials that got printed in the 

daftaripara; later, the circulation and movement of those books – first as new copies in 

the book stores and later as second-hand copies in the book stalls – all of these layers of 

connections conversed with each other, for Dadu, at the same time.  

There was also another reason why Dadu had a special place, emotionally, for the 

printing press houses near the boipara and also the stalls within the boipara that 
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exclusively stored Bengali books. Dadu had an affinity towards reading Bengali 

literature over English. This had very strong influence in not only his process of 

collecting second-hand books but also his walks with me in my early days in the 

boipara. Carefully exploring the boipara, he used to always take me to the stalls that 

had only Bengali books. Actually, the matter of what kind of books I would buy from the 

boipara was a subject of debate between Dadu and Ma. Ma, who herself had an 

honours master’s degree in Bengali literature from Calcutta university, was not very 

keen on me reading Bengali books. She was very happy about her own achievements but 

had a very different view about what my education would entail. She often ensured that 

I read Enid Blyton’s Famous Fives and Secret Sevens as a child over Sukumar Ray and 

Abanindranath Tagore among others. There was no aversion towards Bengali literature 

but definitely a colonial fascination with its English counterpart. Dadu, on the other 

hand became increasingly concerned about this situation. He was often worried that I 

was not reading enough Bengali. Thus, he often took me, when I was a bit older, to the 

stalls that had Bengali books. When I used to bring back a collection of Bengali books, 

Ma used to smile; she was still happy that like everyone else in the family I was getting 

used to reading books, but, secretly she preferred that I read more English than 

Bengali.  
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Figure 30: Another typical early morning scene as stalls prepare for the day. 

As I reach the boipara, I bump into one of the workers from the Durga printing press: 

Mallick Babu with his signature ear-to-ear smile never fails to recognise me even after 

this many years. Exchanging pleasantries, he complains, ‘tomra to ar ashoi na’ (you 

people hardly ever come back to the boipara and our printing press house, once you 

leave the city)66. I sense a combination of love and sadness in his voice. His expressions 

indicate the fact that the agreement between users, regulars, customers of the space and 

the booksellers, to come repeatedly, pay a visit, spend some time in the boipara, is not a 

one-way emotional assumption that we make. It is an expectation and a desire that is 

very much preserved and expressed by the booksellers, the printing press house people 

and other current regulars who have known me and my friends and family for a long 

time, too. Somehow, Mallick babu’s complaint came wrapped in a sense of warmth and 

the feeling was comforting. Slowly walking along the footpath of boipara, I bumped into 

Sukumar, one of my dear university friends. Sukumar, has not changed at all; same old 

scruffy hair, khadi Panjabi, torn jeans and a rug bag as his primary companion. We 

hug each other and before I can begin a conversation, he stops me abruptly and says, 

‘How long are you here for? Are you free now? We are meeting at the coffee house for 

an adda. It will all be familiar faces, me, Aditya, Reshmi, Saheli, Payel, Ranit da, Dev 

da. Save the pleasantries for then, you bastard’. Sukumar invites me to the adda with 

his signature smile and slang. 

During my fieldwork, I had made multiple visits to the coffee house, spending time 

sometimes by myself and sometimes with the friends I was able to get in touch with. 

However, it was never with this group of friends that I am about to meet today. They 

used to be my core group in university days. We had our first drinks, cigarettes, 

political rallies, crushes, breakup, exams, fights and graduations together. 

Coincidentally a lot of those significant life events occurred in the dingy lanes and by-

lanes of the college street. Quite naturally, the sense of anticipation and excitement is 

on another level. Upon climbing the winding staircase of the coffee house, I bump into 

them. I am welcomed by warm hugs and the choicest of slangs, some coated with 

sarcasm, with love. Finding ourselves a table and ordering the first of many rounds of 

our customary ‘kalo cha’ (like most other people in the coffee house, we were black tea 

                                                
66 There is a complex process of translation as well as interpretation at work here. For me, it was not just 
his words but the emotions of endearment, and a sad note of complaint indicating that I may have 
forgotten the space where I had spent so much time as a young adult. All of these feelings were evident in 
how he communicated.  
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or ‘kalo cha’ loyalists), we make ourselves comfortable. Reshmi and Saheli, like me, are 

in academia and are in the finishing stages of their doctoral degrees in the US. It is 

because of this career choice we are treated with enormous amounts of mock sarcasm 

and disdain in our group – we were the ‘sellouts’ according to Sukumar and Dev da. 

The sarcasm still has not changed. Sukumar and Dev da are still regulars of the 

boipara and the coffee house. Jokingly Dev da mentions how the nature of students’ 

politics was fast changing in the college and university campuses and this was having 

an effect on the boipara. The left was gradually being replaced by the conservative right 

in the last few years. Fewer and fewer people were standing up for the students, the 

book stall owners and other stalls in the space. Any form of art, creative expression that 

dared to speak out against the central government was being labelled as anti-national, 

unpatriotic. Dev da has a small crew of film makers now. He writes scripts for short 

films. As a continuing regular of the boipara, he organises street plays, screens his 

films in the lanes and by-lanes of the boipara, and even in the canteens of the 

universities in the College Street precinct. He told the story of how he was refused a 

screening at the university campus of his documentary on the radicalisation of Hindu 

nationalists through university education. As a sign of protest, with the help of some 

book stall owners and students from the university, he was able to have an alternative 

screening on the streets of the boipara.  

There is something about the ways in which Dev da speaks that made us – myself, 

Reshmi and Saheli – feel a bit guilty about leaving the boipara. But we hadn’t really left 

the space; it still had a very strong relationship with us, in our own ways and on our 

own terms. Sukumar is a budding Bengali poet now and also a professor of Bengali 

literature in Calcutta University. I could hear in his tones, too, that they took pride in 

staying back, cultivating what we all used to do in the space once upon a time as 

professions and most importantly being active and still a regular in the boipara. Our 

conversations move forward, swaying from animated discussions on politics to the food 

in the coffee house. Every now and then we see familiar faces walk in and out of the 

coffee house. About an hour and a half later, we take the adda to the tea stall outside 

the coffee house. I remember it was this very tea stall where Saheli introduced me to the 

poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke. It was an old, translated, second-hand version. Saheli had 

just had her first serious relationship break up and she had taken up on the bohemian, 

rich, imagery-based poetries of Rilke to heal her. I remember vividly, it was a grey 

afternoon, where the heavy rains were providing some much-needed relief to the heated 
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tram lines of the boipara. I was seated inside the coffee house, when Saheli came 

rushing with a copy of the book inside the stall. We read ‘Before Summer Rain’ and 

other poems all afternoon, kept flipping through the book, drank hot tea, enjoyed the 

rain, looked at other people taking shade in other stalls, watched the trams pass by, 

people rushing to get off and on the tram with their half-opened umbrellas.  

Saheli sat next to me in the tea-stall today, she spoke about life in US and I spoke about 

Australia. We shared our experiences of being postgraduate students and life in 

general. She was excited to know about my writings on the boipara. As a passing 

comment she mentioned that she still has the book of Rilke’s poems. We did not revisit 

that afternoon; however, we exchanged a few minutes of silence. Later, she suggested 

that we should write something together in the boipara, the next time we are here. This 

moment was important for both of us. It was reminiscent of the numerous afternoons we 

all had spent, together and individually, in the boipara; how each book we picked up 

from the book stalls, read in the tea stalls or coffee house or even at home shaped us 

and redefined our relationship with the boipara. However, most importantly, it is these 

memories of spending time, reading books together in the space that remains etched in 

our memories. They become active and create newer connections every time we are 

back in the boipara.  

Our adda lasted till about 8 in the evening. I reluctantly indicate that I have to head 

home. One by one all of us leave. I decide to take the tram on my way back home. While 

on the tram stop, I notice that some stalls are still packing up the second-hand books 

inside their stalls at the end of the day. As my tram arrives, I hop on it, get a window 

side seat and watch the boipara as it passes by. I wonder, how are Sukumar’s and Dev 

da’s, experiences different to mine? We all grew up within the boipara making it our 

own, and now we have different relationships with the space, the books, the unfoldings, 

the politics and every other aspect that comprises the boipara. As I keep thinking about 

these multiple trajectories of experiences, woven in through stories, moments, pauses 

and memories, a sense of excitement and anticipation envelops my imagination. The 

next time I step into the boipara, I hope I am able to open myself to newer trajectories 

which open themselves to me.  
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Figure 31: The boipara continues to unfold. 
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