
How to Stay

By Virginia Marshall

1. Land
! Semanti was twisted around in the front seat of the taxi with 
her back to the window and her arm on the seat behind her. 
Ignoring the constant honking from bicycle rickshaws, motorcycles, 
packed buses and three-wheeled autos, she began to explain her 
city. 

! We had only just met Semanti and already I was struck by 
her ease in navigating and describing Kolkata. She was calm and 
patient with the traffic and had an answer for each of my over-
eager questions: why were there so many sickle and hammer 
flags? how often do rickshaws hit pedestrians? are the chickens in 
those square crates for slaughter or for eggs?

! The wind from the open window behind Semanti blew 
strands of her short, wavy hair into her face and she brushed 
them back without pausing in her explanations. She had a round 
face, round chin, and caramel-colored skin. Typical Bengali look, 
she told us. 

! Kolkata is very crowded, Semanti was saying. People are 
aggressive because everyone wants to get a little bit ahead. You 
have to stand your ground in Kolkata, have to be pushy. She 
pointed to the chain of chilies and limes hanging from the 



rearview mirror and said they were supposed to ward off evil 
spirits. Many taxi cab drivers in Kolkata have these talismans. 
“It’s just superstitious,” she said. While gesturing, Semanti 
accidentally hit the chain of fruit and they rattled, shaking on the 
string. She cradled them in her hands, holding them carefully until 
they stopped moving. Despite her quick dismissal of the limes and 
chilies, she was remarkably regretful about disturbing them. As she 
apologized to the driver in Bengali, her hands made a nest around 
the talisman, her fingers long and still. 
! The traffic came to a standstill and people began to poke 
their heads out of vehicles to look for the cause of the jam. Soon 
several trucks rounded the corner, each carrying a few dozen 
white-clad children in the back. Many were waving flags with a 
crescent moon and star. Some were yelling, others singing along 
to the music blaring from megaphones at the front of the trucks. 

Semanti said it must be a Muslim holiday. This was 
probably a mosque community on parade through the streets. The 
trucks’ passengers stared into our cab as they passed. I locked 
eyes with one of the boys and caught him mid-lyric, his mouth 
open and arm raised. He flung a sticky plastic packet through my 
open window and it landed, soggy and suspicious, on my lap. My 
first thought was that it was a wad of chewing tobacco and oddly, 
my first instinct was to pick up the thing with two fingers and 
hand it to Semanti. She would surely know what to do. 

Sure enough, she flung it out her own window. It was a 
half-eaten date, she said. Welcome to Kolkata.

2. Listen



! The noise that greeted us as soon as we left the airport in 
Kolkata did not let up when we got to the home we would stay 
in for the next three weeks. The honking—a symphony of car 
horns, squeaky bike bleats, bells, and rickshaw belches—the dogs 
barking, engines revving, and constant shouting continued late into 
the night and then picked up again as soon as the crows saw fit 
to rise at three a.m. and start the day with a prelude of cawing. 
We could not get away from the noise even when indoors. The 
shuttered and barred windows were pane-less and offered no 
insulation against the sound. The first night I woke up to the 
shriek of a whistle and someone banging sticks as he walked 
circles around the neighborhood, waking up the dogs, which 
barked back.
! But on Jadavpur University campus, the sonic tumult was at 
least dampened. Semanti had said that students preferred to bunk 
classes and smoke up on the dusty bank of the stagnant pond. 
Even when classes were suddenly cancelled or when a public 
holiday was announced last minute, students still flocked to 
campus to talk, sit with each other, or walk around. I could 
understand why. Jadavpur was a relatively quiet oasis in the center 
of noisy Kolkata. The campus was also where I would spend most 
of my time for those three weeks in Kolkata. 
! “No one here seems stressed,” Chris said to me. Chris and I 
were the two American visitors at Jadavpur and so we had to 
check observations with each other. We watched students dangle 
notebooks from their hands and heard them slip from Bengali to 
English and back to Bengali again with ease. The atmosphere was 
different in Kolkata, we decided, and it was not just that it was 
warm in January. When friends sat and talked, they stayed and 



made the conversation last. Sitting, waiting, and conversing carried 
significance we could not remember finding in the U.S.

On our first night in Kolkata, Semanti introduced us to her 
friends. We were sitting in the dust watching Kalpan roll a 
cigarette. His concentration was intense as he shuffled the tobacco 
into a line and folded the thin paper over it. Watching him made 
me wish I smoked too. 

As we sat, the students told us about the protests. They 
had started in September, and since then students had been 
skipping more classes and professors sometimes refused to take 
attendance in dissent. They all wanted the Vice Chancellor of the 
university to step down. He had no background in academia and 
only held his position at JU because he was a minion of 
Kolkata’s current political party. By this point Kalpan had lit his 
carefully rolled cigarette and was passing it around the circle. 
Each time someone took a drag the orange embers glowed more 
brightly. As the cigarette passed from hand to hand, the smokers 
took up the story of the protests. 

Back in September, a female student had been sexually 
assaulted at Jadavpur and the VC had done nothing. He had also 
been defunding University programs if he was not on good terms 
with their members and showed preference for faculty who 
sympathized with his political party. Nearly every student and 
most of the professors were united in their opposition of the VC. 
On September 20th, in the middle of the night as students were 
sitting outside the administrative building in peaceful protest, the 
VC called in the Kolkata police. They shut all the lights off 
inside and outside the building before brutalizing many of the 



students. Thirty-six had to be sent to the hospital. Forty were 
arrested. 
! That first night as I watched smoke curl from the students’ 
mouths into the darkness I listened. In the relative quiet of the 
campus I could hear their frustration. They had no say in their 
school government. They only had their persistence and their 
ability to organize. Since the university was a reflection of the 
municipal government in West Bengal, the student protests had 
become a movement of wider concern. In September there had 
been solidarity marches in Delhi, Chennai, Mumbai, Bangalore and 
Hyderabad. Things had since died down in the rest of the country, 
but the students that night said action was heating up in Kolkata. 
They said it was a good time to visit Jadavpur. 

I nodded, caught in the middle of chewing a dried mini 
samosa. I was wary to go back to our homestay on an empty 
stomach; our bodies had not yet adjusted up to the eating 
schedule in India and that evening by the pond, I was ravenous. 
The spices in the mini samosa made my eyes water and it was 
confusing to try to sympathize with the students while already 
crying.

3. Eat
! “Bengalis love to eat,” Semanti was fond of saying. We went 
to a student canteen on the first day of class and were introduced 
to luchi and ghugni, fried flatbread with a yellow lentil stew. It 
was a challenge to pay for the meal since Chris and I always had 
too much money. The student canteen could never break a 500-
rupee note. 



Semanti introduced us to Shoptuk, another student in the 
English department. “Better be careful of this one, he’s a Maoist 
sympathizer,” Semanti said. Shoptuk shook his head and began to 
explain himself. Semanti laughed. 

It was the media’s mistake. About a month ago students 
decided to protest again in front of the administrative building, a 
big pink office in the center of campus called Aurobindo. It was a 
peaceful sit-in situation, as most of the protests in the past few 
months had been. But the TV stations were careless. They had 
captured Shoptuk’s face on camera and labeled him a Maoist 
leader with a big red circle and an arrow. His parents had been 
shocked. 

I watched the others tear apart the luchi with one hand and 
scoop ghugni into their mouths in one graceful motion. When I 
tried to eat, I ended up with yellow sauce caked onto my jeans. I 
had to stop before I was done for fear of becoming a ghugni 
Pollack painting. 

“He was one of the students beaten and arrested that 
night,” Shoptuk said, pointing to a slouching student in a black 
sweatshirt. The student in question was sipping milk tea. He was 
talking to a group of young people who were laughing and 
bobbing their heads from side to side in what I came to know as 
a gesture of contented agreement. 

They could not have been discussing the protests, not while 
laughing and eating, and yet I found it hard to imagine them 
talking about anything else. Behind the group of students was a 
wall of graffiti. In curling, careless black paint the words Religion 
& TV are the Opium of the mass! and It’s time for a radical 
leap stretched ten feet across the whitewashed one-story building. 



It looked like someone had scrawled a note across the top of a 
blank page. 

The students seemed quite relaxed though they had been 
organizing and planning a countrywide movement for months. 
They had chosen to resist the administration with their bodies, to 
hunker down in front of authority figures and stand their ground 
with full knowledge that physical abuse was not out of the realm 
of possible consequences. 

“You eat like a bird,” Semanti said to me because I had 
given up on my meal. I watched a few crows fight over the 
remains of someone’s ghugni and tried to smile.

4. Don’t Eat
The hunger strike began on our second day in Kolkata. 

Twelve students agreed to forgo food until the Vice Chancellor 
stepped down. They were calling it “Fast Unto Death.” A large 
platform was constructed right at the entrance to Aurobindo so the 
VC would have to walk over the fasting students to get to his 
office each day. 

We met Shalmi standing beside Aurobindo. She was another 
student in the English department and wore owl-eye glasses and a 
shirt with the cover of a Hemmingway novel on the front. Shalmi 
told us that she didn’t think the fasting would work. A hunger 
strike was a form of protest reserved for prisoners of conscience: 
people who had no other means of change than inflicting violence 
on their own bodies. 

“The students have other options,” she said. “We are not 
prisoners.”



We looked at the people sprawled on the carpeted platform. 
Most already had blankets under them. Some had sheets decorated 
with cartoons. Every so often, the fasting students stood up to talk 
to professors or friends in the crowd around them. Next to Shalmi 
on the base of a marble column was a copy of Animal Farm. I 
could not tell if it was a book for an English class left by a 
passing student or whether a protester had been reading for 
inspiration. Soon Shalmi left to attend a lecture.

A woman in an orange blazer stood to the side of 
Aurobindo. Like us, she was not talking with other students but 
instead staring at the platform from a distance. She came over to 
ask where we were from and what we were doing in India. We 
briefly explained our exchange program. Her questions came 
rapidly and Chris became wary. We left her as soon as we could.

We met an arboretum of graffiti on our walk back to the 
English department. During the first day of the hunger strike a 
hash tag was created and written on the few remaining blank 
walls: #indefinitehungerstrike and Long live the struggle of the 
brave 12! snuck into classrooms and above entranceways. In the 
corner of the professor’s parking lot there was a painted naked 
woman, life-sized and voluptuous. There were spears piercing her 
body; the one puncturing her vagina was labeled Patriarchy. On 
the wall behind the community garden, a face cried a broken 
guitar neck out of its eyes and every time I looked at it I felt 
my own face contort to mimic the one on the wall. On the other 
side of campus, John Lennon sang a phrase from “Imagine” in the 
speech bubble spray-painted above his head. At the humanities 
gate, a poster board as wide as a truck boasted the image of a 
man riding a motorcycle, painted in black and red. He was 



speeding into police barricades alongside the words Study to 
Struggle. 

The graffiti seemed to bloom from the buildings overnight. 
I only once saw a student with a jug of paint in his hands. He 
was in the English department hallway, standing on a ladder and 
letting the black paint on his fingers drip onto the floor. He did 
not notice the mess, only listened to input from classmates circled 
around him. 
! We attended all of our classes in this corridor, on the second 
floor of the humanities building. The concrete walls were a 
greyish shade of blue and the far end of the department 
overlooked one of the campus roads. There were no window panes 
at this end; the open-air archways provided perches for students to 
sit and alternately gaze down the hallway and over a section of 
the campus with just a turn of the head. 

Later on the first day of the hunger strike we sat in on a 
class called “The Culture of Protest.” It was held underneath the 
open-air archways, at half past four when the sky was darkened 
and mosquitos sucked at our exposed ankles. The professor, 
Nilanjana Deb, sat cross-legged on the floor with us, wrapped in a 
wool blanket. 

“These students are taking the protest into their own 
bodies,” Professor Deb said. She called their bodies “weapons” 
and “sites of resistance.” She called the hunger strike the highest 
form of resistance. At this point in the struggle, the students have 
only their good health left to fight with, she said. Those students, 
the brave twelve, must at that time be settling into the new 
rhythms of their bodies. They would not eat dinner when their 
bodies wanted them to, nor would they eat for the next week. My 



stomach rumbled, already anticipating the next meal. Professor Deb 
asked the student next to her if she could have a sip from the 
student’s water bottle. The lecture paused while the professor 
sipped.

“Would the protest work if the students fasted inside their 
homes,” Professor Deb asked us, “away from the cameras and 
news reporters?” I drew my knees to my chest and looked around 
at the other members of the class. Only a few had notebooks; 
most were focused on Professor Deb. 

She asked us to consider the scope of a resistance. “Is it 
possible to speak on behalf of the protestors?” she said, looking 
around at each of her students sitting on the concrete floor. “What 
happens when a person speaks on behalf of a silenced 
community? Is she then appropriating another person’s right to 
speak?”

Only silence answered her question, each of us considering 
his or her distance from the hunger. This was not like any college 
class I had attended in the U.S. If a professor ever mentioned 
protest, it was only in a reference to history or as a literary 
symbol. Chris scratched at a mosquito bite on his ankle.

“Are you wearing repellent?” Professor Deb asked him. 
Chris stuttered. Perhaps he nodded, surprised at the turn of 
conversation. She remained concerned. Sitting on the floor of the 
hallway, it was difficult to tell where class ended and personal 
considerations began. 

“You should protect yourself,” she said. “Your bodies are 
not used to the environment here.”



5. Leave
! We left often to explore the city. Each time we discussed a 
new place to visit, I became giddy at the prospect of leaving. 
Being a tourist was easy and we could not feel easy on campus, 
confronted with the student’s resistance. I hate that getting away 
from the work of staying and resisting felt so good. 

But nonetheless I convinced myself to leave. I told myself 
that it was necessary to leave a place in order to know what I 
would miss. Good-bye, we are going to see the cemetery, I would 
say. See you tomorrow, we have to visit the art gallery. I was 
pleased to see that we had left enough of an impression on our 
fellow students that we would be missed for at least the duration 
of our side trips. 

Outside of Jadavpur, we tried to be tourists. Semanti 
showed us around the city. On the streets we found bhel puri—
puffed rice with onions and tamarind sauce—and Bengali sweets 
swimming in condensed milk or fried in orange ghee. We ate 
dosas at a south Indian restaurant and tried Tibetan momos. It was 
easy to talk about food far away from the hunger strike, out on 
the streets where there were so many new things to eat. If I ever 
ate like a bird, it was because I tried to eat everything. 

As we traveled, we congratulated ourselves for each new 
form of public transportation that we took. There was the packed 
bus where the conductor hollered out the stops and passengers 
hopped off while the bus was still in motion. We took the metro 
and at each station waited to be propelled out of the doors by the 
enormous exodus. We grimaced when we had to take a bike-
powered rickshaw pedaled by a skinny old man in flip flops and a 
patched fabric tied around his waist. 



!  We visited another university in Kolkata, Presidency 
University near College Street. It was a Saturday, so there were 
only a few students around the building. Presidency too was 
covered in graffiti. On a wall next to the central courtyard was 
the gaunt face of a woman—Irom Chanu Sharmila, we were told. 
She has been fasting for fifteen years to protest the Armed Forces 
Special Powers Act responsible for institutionalized violence against 
citizens in the eastern Indian state of Manipur. Each year she has 
been arrested for attempting to commit suicide by fasting. Suicide 
attempts are punishable by a year in prison. A nasal tube has 
been keeping her alive since November of 2000. Irom Chanu 
Sharmila has become a national symbol in India and yet I had 
never heard of her. When I had first seen her face, I thought it 
was a painting of Ché Guevara.
! It became harder to return to Jadavpur after time spent away, 
not thinking about classes and the administration and protests. As 
soon as we started leaving it became addictive. There is a certain 
familiarity and power that comes with being able to say goodbye 
to a place; I cannot say goodbye unless I have grown attached. 

But seeing Irom Chanu Sharmila’s face at Presidency 
reminded me of Jadavpur. I felt the pull of the university and the 
people who I had come to know there. I wanted a stake in the 
movement; I wanted to be on their side, to stand with them as 
they fought for change. But I had to be there to do that. I had to 
learn how not to leave.  

6. Look
! Life took on a rhythm after those first few days: wake up, 
fry two eggs on the electric conduction cooker for breakfast, 



shower quickly so the mosquitos don’t bite, and then head to 
campus to check in with the fasting students before heading off to 
a class. Underneath Aurobindo’s administrative overhang, the 
fasters were in good spirits; only one had had to go to the 
hospital in the first four days. I saw one girl I recognized from 
our “Postcolonial Literature” class. She had large eyes and bobbed 
black hair. Her eyeliner made her look constantly alert and she 
wore a white hoody with splashes of orange and green. I thought 
her face looked thinner than the first time I had seen her, but 
most likely it was just my mind primed to notice any suggestion 
of gauntness.

The crowd around the strikers seemed to be feeding off the 
group in the middle of the raised platform. It was necessary to 
stay in front of the building, night and day. Many students traded 
off overnight shifts in order to make company for the hungry 
ones. The fasting students would talk with their friends or 
classmates and when the camera crews made another sweep, non-
fasting students would step back so that the hunger strikers could 
lie down on the raised platform and look as sick as possible. 
Occasionally a plainclothes doctor made rounds to take the 
students’ vitals.
! Our gaze was interrupted by a high-pitched voice and a tug 
on my elbow. A girl without shoes was speaking to us in 
Bengali. Her face was worried and thin. She looked older than her 
voice and height indicated. She held out her hand and I looked at 
the skin on her legs, scaled like a reptile from dehydration. Then 
I looked away. I placed a hand over my bag. I was trying to be 
a good tourist. I had been told not to give money to beggars, that 



as soon as you take out your wallet, some other kind of empathy 
comes spilling out too and that it is an uncomfortable feeling. 
! The girl turned to Semanti and tugged on her arm. Semanti 
listened and then gave her 100 rupees. She wanted to buy shoes, 
Semanti said to us. 

I wanted to dig my hands into my stomach and scrape the 
insides out. I wanted to be a part of this place, and yet I did not 
think it appropriate to help a small child buy shoes. The girl did 
not want to leave after she accepted the money. She held 
Semanti’s hand and looked where we were looking. Semanti saw 
the news vans, the students talking loudly over the mattress with 
the fasting students, and then spoke to the little girl again. After a 
few exchanges in Bengali, the girl began to walk away. It wasn’t 
safe for a beggar here.

“People think that we become desensitized to the poverty, 
living here,” Semanti said, looking toward Aurobindo now that the 
girl had left. “But it is always hard to see.”

7. Walk
! The Bengali phrase hok kolorob can roughly be translated to 
“let there be clamor.” At Jadavpur, hok kolorob had become a 
rallying cry, a hash tag, a phrase that was graffitied on buildings 
and sidewalks all around campus. 

Word eventually got around on the fourth day of the fast 
that there would be a march in solidarity with the fasting students. 
I managed to convince myself that my presence at the march 
would make a difference. I was so noticeable with my red hair 
and pale skin that surely I would make some sort of statement for 



the protesters. So Chris and I lined up in front of Aurobindo at 
the appointed time. 

A young man riding on the back of a bicycle rickshaw 
shouted instructions through a megaphone and students straightened 
themselves into two lines. Their efficiency told me they had 
arranged themselves into this formation many times before. The 
march began through the campus, past the engineering canteen, the 
radio station, and the dusty cricket field. For the first several 
rounds of chanting, all I could do was clap along and sometimes 
walk backwards so that I could take pictures. Soon I began to 
mimic the Bengali words. I felt like a child nonsensically 
pronouncing syllables. Occasional translations were passed down 
the line to Chris and myself. We only ever caught onto the 
meaning of one word in any given chant. Azadi was 
independence. Zindabad was everlasting. Tumi ami meant you and 
me.
! The march took to the streets. Kolkata police in their white 
pants and blue sweaters stopped traffic; they were part of the 
same police force that had beaten the students that night back in 
September. Across the traffic barrier the drivers were stalled. 
Students climbed over the blue and white gates and handed 
pamphlets to bus passengers, wrinkled rickshaw drivers, and plump 
Didis with their sarees spilling from the back seats of autos. Some 
honked fruitlessly, but most just stared at the stream of us pouring 
out from Jadavpur’s gates. How exciting to be part of something, 
I thought. How lucky we are to be here at this moment.
! The woman in the orange blazer from Aurobindo approached 
Chris and me. “Why are you here?” she asked loudly. She held 



out a microphone and only then did I see the cameraman 
following her with his lens fixed on my face.
! “We are supporting the students,” I said. The woman pushed 
in closer and grabbed my arm. 
! “Why are you supporting them?” I struggled to find 
something safe to say. I looked back at Semanti, then at Chris, 
and ended up just shaking my head. Semanti tried to tell the 
woman off in Bengali but the reporter was aggressive. One of the 
student organizers came over and separated the reporter from us.
! “Don’t say anything to the media,” she said. “They will just 
twist your words.”

8. Regret
We were not on campus when the VC finally resigned. It 

was a state holiday, so Chris and I had spent the day tracking 
down ginger ale and dates to pacify my complaining stomach. 
Semanti tried to call our host’s phone to invite us to share in the 
victory antics on campus, as we did not have our own cell 
phones, but the raucous celebration was too loud and Mrs. Gupta 
could not understand Semanti. She hung up.
! Instead, we found out about the victory the following day 
when we took our usual route past the fasting area on the way to 
class. The crowd was mostly dispersed, though the TV vans were 
still parked by the entrance. The first noticeable difference was the 
campus map displayed on a large bulletin nearby: painted in large 
black letters were the words WE DO NOT DIE. 

Kalpan greeted us, his voice hoarse from exhaustion when 
he related the news. He and many others had stayed on campus 
all night celebrating. Students passed us, their faces streaked with 



brightly colored powder; dyes in fuchsia, indigo, and yellow 
accompanying spurts of marching chants that erupted and died out 
with passing groups. 
! They had won because they stayed their ground. For four 
months there had been continuous protest. We had merely seen the 
escalation of the conflict and the aftermath of its conclusion. The 
students were in a happy stupor, groggy from no sleep and more 
than a semester of campus-wide action. The sit-ins, the petitions, 
the marches, the fast, the refusal to leave—all of it had worked. 
The hok kolorob had worked.

9. Miss!
! The clamor of the streets around the campus had not stopped 
for a moment after the VC resigned. Vendors still blocked the 
sidewalks with their wares, and pedestrians continued to throw out 
their hands to hail rushing autos. Chris and I prepared to leave 
Kolkata for Boston. On our last day, a bicycle rickshaw rolled 
over Chris’s foot. He was only wearing sandals.
! “It is time to leave,” we joked. It was the city’s way of 
saying it did not want us anymore. There was so much moving 
around in Kolkata, so many people wanting to get to one place or 
another, right on top of each other, apparently, and at the same 
time.

When we left Kolkata, it was in a taxi again, with Semanti 
sitting in the middle this time. The taxi driver, with his 
homemade cigarette and talisman of limes and chilies, raced us 
through the new Kolkata highway. There were high-rises on either 
side of the road, most still with cranes peering over the tops of 



the buildings like doting parents. Semanti said that her aunt lived 
in one of these new apartment buildings.
! “These places are different,” she said. There was no sense of 
community in the apartments, according to Semanti. These tall 
newcomers—with their elevators and signs out front advertising 
more square footage per family—had no sense of togetherness. Old 
Kolkata, the northern part of the city, still had buildings whose 
front porches were meeting centers. They had courtyards where 
families and neighbors would live for generations as one group. 
Semanti remembered aloud what it was like to visit her 
grandparents in old Kolkata, to sit on the porch and hear her 
grandfather try to tutor the young men in the neighborhood. All 
that was disappearing now; only pockets of it left. 
! I sat with a carton of dates on my lap. I had bought them 
days before to help with my digestion, but we were leaving now 
and I planned to give them to Semanti before our flight. There 
would be no point in eating them on the plane or back in Boston. 
I wanted to leave something behind and the dates felt symbolic: I 
had been greeted by a soggy date thrown into my taxi window 
and I would say goodbye with a packet of dates as an offering. 
! We could not pay the taxi driver when we arrived at the 
airport. We only had one 500-rupee note left and the taxi driver 
could not break it. We had even interrupted him at the lunch 
stand where he had been eating a plate of ghugni and roti. His 
was the only taxi we could find, so we told him we would wait 
for him to finish eating if he could take us to the airport. He had 
opened the trunk with sauce dripping from his right hand so we 
could load our baggage while he finished lunch. 



We left Semanti at the airport departures gate, and 
apologized for not being able to pay our last taxi fare. I would 
miss her. I would miss Kolkata and its frantic energy. I would 
miss the campus-wide support at Jadavpur and all of our friends 
who were not intimidated by our transient presence, those friends 
who told us about everything that mattered to them as though we 
were there to stay.


